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PREFACE 


"...  the  colonial  system  was  often  justified  in  terms  of  its 
'civilizing'  mission,  .  .  .  to  provide  the  Western  education 
deemed  necessary  to  transform  the  'native'  into  a  'civilized' 
person.  .  .  .  In  government  and  mission  schools,  African 
children  learned  that  European  culture  and  civilization  were 
superior  to  their  own,  and  they  were  taught  to  reject  their 
former  religious  practices   and  cultural    traditions . "^ 


"A  third  general  observation  common  to  Africa's  colonial 
system  of  education  is  that  there  were  conscious  and  obvious 
attempts ,  first  by  the  foreign  missions  and  later  by  the 
colonial  government,  to  educate  the  African  away  from  his 
culture.  This  feature  was  more  pronounced  in  the  French 
colonies  where   education   meant    ' frenchifying   the   African. "^ 


"Contact  with  the  white  man,  whether  as  merchant,  mineowner, 
farmer,  or  manufacturer ,  also  brought  about  economic  changes 
of  a  more  intangible  kind.  Europeans  taught  African  villagers 
the  art  of  storing  ideas.  In  the  past,  tradition  had  depended 
on  memory  and  word  of  mouth;  and  the  old  knew  most  and  the 
young  least.  Now  missionaries  and  others  showed  how  words 
might   be   committed   to  paper  and  permanently  preserved. "^ 


""Sheldon  Cellar,  "The  Colonial  Era,"  Africa,  Phyllis  M. 
Martin  and  Patrick  O'Meara,  eds.,  (Bloomington,  IN:  Indiana 
University  Press,  1986),  p.  128. 

^A.  Babs  Fafunwa  and  J.U.  Aisiku,  eds.,  Education  in 
Africa:  A  Comparative  Survey , (London:  George  Allen  &  Unwin, 
1982),  p.  21. 

^L.H.  Gann  and  Peter  Duignan,  Burden  of  Empire;  An 
Appraisal  of  Western  Colonialism  in  Africa  South  of  the 
Sahara,  (New  York:   Frederick  A.  Praeger,  1967),  p.  251. 


"The  fact  was  that  for  non-Muslim  areas  of  Africa  probably  the 
most  important  single  innovation  of  foreign  rule  was 
literacy.  "'* 


"For  Africa  .  .  .  none  of  the  innovations  of  the  early  and 
middle  colonial  periods,  apart  from  the  spread  of  literacy, 
compared  in   importance  with   the   advance   of  overseas   trade    .     . 


We  read  endlessly  about  how  Europeans,  as  a  part  of  their 
'civilizing  mission,'  brought  education  and  literacy  to 
Africa  and  how  they  taught  literacy  to  Africans.  The  current 
inquiry  into  the  invention  and  dissemination  of  an  indigenous 
African  writing  system,  the  N'ko  alphabet,  demonstrates  a 
case  where  education  and  literacy  were  not  practiced  in  the 
form  brought  to  Africa  but  where  Africans  developed  their  own 
forms  of  education  and  literacy  for  themselves.  This  new 
evidence  goes  against  how  we  have  generally  conceptualized  the 
spread  of  literacy  in  Africa.  Many  historians  have  studied 
the  deep  cultural  impact  of  western  schooling  and  of  Islamic 
education.  This  study  differs  from  such  works  in  that  it  is 
the  first  full-scale  historical  work  to  examine  a  newly 
created  indigenous  writing  system  and  its  associated 
educational  institutions  as  an  African  attempt  to  take  the 
cultural  initiative  back  into  African  hands. 


^A.  Adu  Boahen,  ed.,  Africa  under  Colonial  Domination 
1880-1935,  UNESCO  General  History  of  Africa,  Abridged  Edition, 
vol.  VII,  (Berkeley,  CA:   James  Currey,  1990),  p.  209. 

^Andrew  Roberts,  ed..  The  Colonial  Moment  in  Africa: 
Essays  on  the  Movement  of  Minds  and  Materials,  1900-1940,  (New 
York:   Cambridge  University  Press,  1990),  p.  78. 


The  present  inquiry  into  the  N ' ko  alphabet  provides  a 
detailed  account  of  its  creation  and  dissemination.  It 
analyzes  the  sociopolitical  context  in  which  N'ko  was  created, 
investigates  the  inventor's  motives  to  the  extent  that  they 
can  be  known,  and  examines  the  rationale  behind  the  selection 
of  texts  to  be  written  in  N'ko.  The  study  introduces  the 
subject  of  indigenous  literacy  in  West  Africa  and  discusses 
how  the  social  uses  of  literacy  develop  and  disseminate 
differently  when  in  the  hands  of  local  people  than  they  would 
in  the  hands  of  outsiders  or  their  designees.  It  describes 
how  the  control  of  language,  and  ultimately  literacy,  have 
been  implicated  in  the  contest  for  economic,  political,  and 
religious  dominance  in  the  Republic  of  Guinea. 

Due  to  the  contemporary  nature  of  the  N'ko  literacy 
movement,  however,  the  inquiry  cannot  assess  its  long  term 
results  or  full  implications.  Much  of  the  information 
presented  herein  concerning  the  initial  development  and  spread 
of  N'ko,  the  1949-1986  literacy  movement,  bears  further  and 
more  thorough  investigation  in  the  towns  and  cities  identified 
by  the  current  study.  The  information  on  the  ICRA-N'KO 
literacy  campaign  from  1986-present  establishes  the  events 
surrounding  its  inception,  events  that  occur  in  the  living 
present.  Consequently,  an  assessment  of  the  literacy  movement 
and  its  resultant  literacy  campaign  will  require  a  future 
investigation  separated  by  time  and  distance. 


The  literature  on  the  twentieth  century  N'ko  literacy 
movement  is  limited.  David  Dalby  recorded  evidence  of  the 
alphabet's  existence  in  1969,  in  "Further  Indigenous  Scripts 
of  West  Africa:  Handing,  Wolof,  and  Fula  Alphabets  and  Yoruba 
'Holy'  Writing."^  In  addition  to  presenting  a  visual 
representation  of  the  "Manding"  alphabet,  he  identified  the 
author  as  Souleymane  Kante,  and  he  situated  its  use  in  Mali, 
Guinea,  and  Cote  d'lvoire.  Although  Dalby  interviewed  a 
Malian  who  was  literate  in  N'ko,  he  was  unable  to  meet  with 
Kante  or  others  who  were  close  to  the  invention  and 
dissemination  of  the  alphabet  because  the  Sekou  Toure 
administration  restricted  the  foreign  scholar's  access  to 
Guinea. 

While  the  N'ko  alphabet  was  invented  during  the  period  of 
colonial  domination,  I  have  been  unable  to  find  mention  of  the 
alphabet  in  official  or  unofficial  administrative 
correspondence  or  reports.  Documents  from  Sekou  Toure' s  First 
Republic  are  not  catalogued  and  are  unavailable  for  scrutiny. 
A  1980s  UNESCO  report^  on  Guinea's  maternal  language  learning 
project  discusses  the  alphabet.  Christian  missionaries  in  the 
field  in  Guinea  have  translated  the  New  Testament^  into  the 


'^avid  Dalby,  "Further  Indigenous  Scripts  of  West  Africa: 
Manding,  Wolof,  and  Fula  Alphabets  and  Yoruba  'Holy'  Writing," 
African  Language  Studies,  10,  1969:162-165. 

^Germain  Doualamou,  Langues  Guineennes  et  Education, 
(Paris:   UNESCO,  1980). 

^I  have  a  copy  of  this  text. 
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Maninka  language  using  the  Roman  alphabet.  They  have 
witnessed  the  advance  of  the  N'ko  alphabet  and  are  considering 
using  it  to  transcribe  the  New  Testament  in  an  attempt  to 
reach  those  who  are  literate  in  N'ko.^ 

Since  I  have  been  unable  to  document  the  existence  of  the 
alphabet  in  the  more  conventional  historical  manner  of 
primarily  using  written  sources,  I  have  been  forced  to  rely 
heavily  upon  African  informants  for  the  information 
specifically  concerning  the  alphabet's  origin  and 
dissemination.  The  study  focuses  on  the  oral  histories  of 
Maninka  speakers  residing  in  Kankan,  Republic  of  Guinea,  the 
official  dissemination  point  for  the  alphabet.  I  interviewed 
family  members  of  the  inventor,  Souleymane  Kante,  his 
contemporaries — both  supporters  and  non-supporters  of  the 
alphabet — and  members  of  the  general  population,  some  of  whom 
have  never  heard  of  the  alphabet. 

Most  of  my  information,  however,  came  from  supporters, 
teachers,  or  students  involved  with  the  N'ko  literacy 
movement.  I  observed  their  dedication  to  literacy  in  the  N'ko 
alphabet  as  I  witnessed  individuals  investing  their  meager 
financial  resources  in  the  promotion  and  teaching  of  the 
alphabet.  I  experienced  their  commitment  to  learning  as 
teachers  and  students  strove  toward  literacy  after  a  hard  day 


'personal  communication  with  Missionaries  from  the 
Christian  Missionary  Alliance  (CMA)  and  with  SIM  missionaries. 
Using  the  software  supplied  to  him  by  SIM,  missionary  Jeff 
Morton  created  a  computer  program  to  write  in  the  N'ko 
alphabet . 


at  work  or  school  in  less  than  optimum  conditions.  Those  who 
are  connected  with  N'ko  are  enthusiastic  about  the  alphabet 
because,  in  their  view,  literacy  provides  an  opportunity  to 
acquire  and  use  knowledge.  They  showed  their  enthusiasm  by 
always  carrying  books  published  in  N'ko  with  them  and 
demonstrated  its  value  by  sharing  the  knowledge  contained  in 
the  books  with  those  around  them.  Many  belong  to  the 
organization  that  officially  promotes  the  alphabet,  ICRA- 
N'KO.''°  Proponents  of  the  alphabet  were  not  the  only  ones  who 
exuded  this  enthusiasm  for  N'ko  literacy.  Community  members 
with  whom  I  spoke  expressed  admiration  for  the  inventor,  the 
alphabet,  and  the  promotion  of  the  alphabet. 

The  members  of  the  ICRA-N'KO  Association  were  excited  by 
my  interest  in  the  alphabet.  Unaware  of  David  Dalby's 
contribution  to  the  literature,  they  embraced  my  work  as  the 
vehicle  by  which  they  could  tell  the  story  of  Souleymane  Kante 
and  the  invention  of  N'ko,  a  story  heretofore  ignored  by 
foreign  scholars.  As  a  foreign  scholar,  my  interest  in  the 
alphabet  appeared  to  further  elevate  its  value  in  the  eyes  of 
the  local  community:  to  bring  justification  for  those  who  were 
literate  in  N'ko  and  validation  of  the  alphabet  for  those  who 
were  not. 

The   enthusiasm   for   becoming   literate   in   N'ko   was 
contagious.   The  community  of  Kankan,  those  who  were  literate 


^°L' Association  pour  1' Impulsion  et  la  Coordination  des 
Recherches  sur  1 'Alphabet  N'ko 
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in  N'ko  as  well  as  those  who  were  not,  supported  my  gathering 
of  the  data  for  what  they  considered  to  be  important  events  in 
their  local  history.  Almost  all  those  whom  I  contacted 
shared  their  homes,  their  stories,  and  their  personal  archives 
with  me.  Although  I  interviewed  equal  numbers  of  those 
connected  with  and  not  connected  with  N'ko,  the  members  of  the 
executive  board  of  the  Kankan  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  had  more  of 
a  hand  in  shaping  the  study.  Under  their  auspices,  I  gained 
access  to  the  cadre  of  informants  many  of  whom  were  intimates 
of  Souleymane  Kante — his  family  and  friends.  Many  of  those 
literate  in  N'ko  contributed  their  personal  reminiscences, 
contacts  throughout  the  N'ko  communications  network,  and 
documents  from  their  private  archives  to  the  work.  Without 
the  cooperation,  support,  and  promotion  of  these  special 
interest  groups,  the  questions  concerning  Souleymane  Kante  as 
an  intellectual  and  his  motives  for  the  invention  of  the 
alphabet,  the  process  by  which  the  alphabet  has  been 
disseminated,  and  the  current  literacy  campaign  by  ICRA-N'KO 
would  have  continued  to  remain  obscure. 

My  close  association  with  the  promoters  of  N'ko  has 
undoubtedly  shaped  the  interpretations  in  this  dissertation. 
I  see  the  creation  of  a  local  form  of  literacy  as  a 
development  which  enriches  cultural  life  for  Guineas.  Among 
academics  today  it  is  fashionable  to  speak  of  cultural 
productions  as  forms  of  domination  or  appropriation  to  speak 
also  of  the  unbridgeable  distance  which  separates  people  in 


the  post-colonial  world  from  western  academics,  and  then  (in 
a  somewhat  contradictory  way)  of  the  impossibility  of 
separating  African  culture  from  cultural  forms  which  have 
spread  all  around  the  globe.  In  spite  of  all  the  possible 
pitfalls  I  have  welcomed  my  association  with  the  promoters  of 
N'ko,  and  I  value  that  association.  I  think  that  N'ko  is  a 
powerful  tool  in  the  hands  of  local  people  in  Guinea,  helping 
them  to  define  and  interpret  their  own  cultural  heritage  at 
precisely  this  moment  when  many  mark  of  cultural  authenticity 
is  guestioned  by  Westerners. 
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""originally  SIM  was  the  acronym  for  Sudan  Inland 
Missions.  The  changing  scope  of  the  Mission  presence  in 
Africa  has  led  it  to  keep  the  acronym  without  its  meaning. 
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The  Maninka  speakers,  a  subdivision  of  the  Mande,  have 
created  the  N'ko  alphabet,  one  of  the  two  indigenous  writing 
systems  that  continues  in  widespread  use.  Inspired  by 
cultural  nationalism  in  the  pre-independence  period, 
Souleymane  Kante  from  Kankan,  Republic  of  Guinea,  created  the 
alphabet  in  1949.  It  subsequently  became  popular  among  a 
broad  group  of  Mande  speakers  even  though  they  had  long  used 
the  Arabic  and  Roman  alphabets.  In  recent  years,  the  number 
of  people  who  have  become  N' ko-literate  has  increased 
dramatically. 

Souleymane  Kantc  had  read  writings  of  foreigners  who 
argued  that  Africans  were  unable  to  develop  their  own  writing 
system.  Motivated  by  a  desire  to  disprove  such  claims,  Kantc 


aspired  to  create  an  African  alphabet.  His  search  was  further 
inspired  by  the  fact  that  foreign  alphabets  were  incapable  of 
rendering  the  full  scope  of  Maninka  thought. 

This  study  explains  how  N'ko  literacy  originated  and 
spread.  It  investigates  the  motives  for  the  creation  of  the 
alphabet  to  the  extent  that  they  can  be  known,  and  it  analyzes 
the  sociopolitical  context  in  which  N'ko  was  created.  The 
inquiry  examines  the  rationale  behind  the  selection  of  texts 
written  in  N'ko  and  traces  the  development  and  spread  of  N'ko 
schools  in  Guinea  and  across  West  Africa. 

Additionally,  it  explores  the  context  for  the  social  uses 
of  indigenous  literacy.  As  a  consequence  of  colonial 
domination,  foreigners  and  foreign-trained  professionals 
imposed  alien  languages  and  alphabets  on  Maninka  speakers. 
The  control  of  language,  and  ultimately  literacy,  has  emerged 
at  the  center  of  the  contest  for  economic,  political,  and 
religious  dominance  over  the  Maninka-speaking  people  of  Haute- 

Guinee . 

By  adopting  N'ko,  Maninka  speakers  have  attempted  to 
wrest  control  over  language,  literacy,  and  education  from 
foreigners  and  Africans  influenced  by  them.  N'ko  has  become 
central  to  Maninka  cultural  identity.  N'ko  promoters  have 
launched  a  grassroots  literacy  campaign  with  the  intention  of 
rising  from  their  subordinate  cultural  position.  Their 
movement  has  had  an  impact,  in  turn,  on  regional  Islam  and  on 
religious  reform. 


CHAPTER  1 
INTRODUCTION 


all    the   sons   of  Mali    .     .     .    all    those  who  say    ^N'ko 
all   who   speak   the   clear   language   of  Mali    .     .     .     .  " 
Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


The  N'ko  alphabet  made  its  first  appearance  in 
Bingerville,  Cote  d'lvoire,  April  14,  1949.''  The  invention  of 
Souleymane  Kante  of  Kankan,  Republic  of  Guinea,^  this  alphabet 
constituted  an  attempt  to  provide  a  truly  indigenous  written 
form  for  expression  of  a  set  of  African  languages.  Since  its 
invention,  a  grassroots  movement  promoting  literacy  in  the 
N'ko  alphabet  has  spread  across  West  Africa  from  the  Gambia  to 
Nigeria.  A  significant  number  of  Mande  speakers  in 
Francophone  as  well  as  Anglophone  West  Africa  have  learned  the 


^According  to  informants,  this  is  the  date  that  has  been 
officially  assigned  to  the  invention.  However,  in  reality, 
the  date  reflects  the  ending  date  of  the  complicated  process 
by  which  the  alphabet  was  created. 

^Souleymane  Kante  was  born  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin  about 
thirteen  kilometers  from  Kankan,  Republic  of  Guinea,  in  1922. 
He  was  the  son  of  a  famous  Quranic  school  teacher,  Amara 
Kante.  When  Souleymane  finished  his  Quranic  school  education, 
he  could  read  and  write  Arabic,  translate  Islamic  texts,  and 
possessed  a  thirst  for  knowledge.  After  his  father's  death  in 
1941,  Kante  went  to  Bouake,  Cote  d'lvoire,  to  make  his 
fortune.  He  learned  languages,  read  extensively,  and  became 
known  as  an  autodidact,  a  self-taught  scholar. 
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N'ko  alphabet  even  though  their  governments  use  French  or 
English  as  official  languages  and  Muslim  Mande-speaking 
religious  leaders  use  Arabic  in  prayers  and  for  study  and 
teaching.  The  number  of  those  who  are  literate  in  N'ko  has 
increased  without  government  intervention  or  support  during 
the  colonial  and  independence  periods  and  without  official 
support  from  the  Islamic  religious  community.  N'ko  spread  at 
the  grassroots  level  because  it  met  practical  needs,  and 
because  it  enabled  Mande  speakers  to  take  pride  in  their 
cultural  heritage.  Informants  in  one  small  part  of  the  large 
region  of  N'ko's  spread  said  that  they  had  learned  the 
alphabet  because  of  sentiments  of  cultural  nationalism.^ 

The  Mande  Languages 
Mande  speakers  represent  a  diverse  population  of  language 
communities^  dispersed  throughout  many  countries  of  West 
Africa.   The  Mande  languages  are   widely  spoken  across  West 


^The  research  area  is  centered  on  the  official 
dissemination  site  for  the  alphabet  the  city  of  Kankan  in  the 
predominantly  Muslim,  Mande-speaking  region  of  Haute-Guinee, 
Republic  of  Guinea.  The  informants  from  Kankan  and  the  towns 
of  the  Bate  in  Haute-Guince  expressed  pride  in  their  culture 
as  the  source  of  their  motivation  to  learn  the  alphabet.  This 
pride  was  fixed  by  one  of  their  number  as  "cultural 
nationalism. " 

'^The  term  "language  community"  is  defined  as  a  district 
or  province  or  similar  large  area  within  which  one  language  is 
the  dominant  and  general  means  of  communication.  The  larger 
area  may  be  multilingual.  See  African  Community  Languages  and 
their  use  in  Literacy  and  Education,  (Dakar:  UNESCO,  1985)p. 
10. 
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Africa,^  and  they  also  bear  a  linguistic  uniformity  that  is 
unprecedented  in  Africa  as  a  whole. ^  Nevertheless,  there  is 
no  single  Mande  language^  but  rather  a  group  of  West  African 
languages^  which  are  related  to  one  another  (see  Appendix  A). 
Linguist  Charles  Bird  points  out,  "basically  the  same  language 
is  spoken  and  understood  by  all  of  these  people"  [the  speakers 
of  Mande  languages] .^   Between  twenty-five  to  forty-six  Mande 


^Kalilu  Tera,  "Mandingo:  Situation  in  Regard  to 
Unofficial  and  Official  Use,"  African  Languages:  Proceedings 
of  the  Meeting  of  Experts  on  the  Use  of  the  Regional  and 
Subregional  African  Languages  as  Media  of  Culture  and 
Communication  with  the  Continent,  Bamako  (Mali),  18-22  June 
1979  (Paris:   UNDP,  1981),  p.  122. 

^Yves  Person,  Samori:  Une  Revolution  Dvula,  Tome  I, 
(Dakar:  IFAN,  1968),  p.  47.  Yves  Person  is  renown  for  his 
work  in  West  Africa  on  Mande  speakers  and  especially  his  work 
on  Samori  Toure.  Although  Person  is  not  a  linguist,  his 
conclusions  about  Mande  languages  are  similar  to  those  reached 
independently  and  at  the  same  time  by  distinguished  Mande 
linguists  Charles  Bird  and  David  Dalby. 

^Varied  and  contradictory  sets  of  names  have  grown  up  for 
the  Mande  languages.  According  to  Matt  Schaffer  with  Christine 
Cooper,  Mandingo  originating  from  the  French  term  "Mandingue," 
is  used  as  a  general  term  for  all  Mande  speakers,  yet  some 
linguists  classify  the  local  Mande  language  of  the  Gambia  as 
Mandingo.  These  Gambians,  however,  refer  to  themselves  as 
Mandinko,  meaning  "those  from  the  Manding."  in  Mandinko:  The 
Ethnography  of  a  West  African  Holy  Land,  (New  York:  Holt, 
Rinehart  and  Winston,  1980),  p.  3. 

^Patricia  McKissack  and  Frederick  McKissack  explain  that 
it  is  similar  to  the  term  "Romance  languages"  which  cover  all 
those  European  languages  that  were  derived  from  Latin.  They 
also  propose  Mande  as  the  general  name  for  the  culture  of 
these  language  speakers.  The  Royal  Kingdoms  of  Ghana,  Mali, 
and  Songhay:  Life  in  Medieval  Africa  (New  York:  Henry  Hold 
and  Company,  1994),  p.  xviii. 

'Charles  Bird,  John  Hutchison,  and  Mamdou  Kantc,  An  Ka 
Bamanankan  Kalan:  Introductory  Bambara,  ( Bloomington,  IN: 
Indiana  University  Linguistics  Club,  1977),  p.  2. 
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languages''"  have  been  derived  from  the  ancestral  language.  The 
degree  of  their  differences  from  one  another  is  related  to  the 
length  of  time  each  language  has  been  separated  from  the  area 
imagined  as  the  original  Mande  "heartland,"  and  the  amount  of 
isolation  the  new  language  community  experienced  from  those 
who  had  also  left  the  "heartland."  The  Mande  languages  that 
have  remained  mutually  intelligible  are  Bamana,  Dyula,  and 
Maninka.'"''  My  informants  from  Mali  and  the  Republic  of  Guinea 
emphasize  that  the  Maninka  language  spoken  today  along  the 
Guinea-Mali  border  and  in  the  Haute-Guinee  region  of  Guinea 
was  the  ancestral  language  of  the  Mali  Empire,  the  "clear 
language"  of  Mali.  Mande  scholar  Yves  Person  has  credited  the 
Mande  speakers  who  spread  from  Bamako  westward  to  Siguiri  and 
then  southward  from  Kouroussa  to  the  Sankaran  and  Kankan  with 
speaking  a  classical  Mande  language.''^ 

Mande  languages  are  spoken  and  written  today  in  most  West 
African  countries  as  a  first  or  second  language (see  Figure  1). 
The  core  Mande  languages  are  spoken  primarily  in  Guinea,  Mali, 
Cote  d'lvoire,  Burkina  Faso.   These  core  languages  are  used  as 


"""Reed  F.  Stewart  says  that  twenty-five  is  a  conservative 
estimate  in  "Mande-speaking  Peoples  of  West  Africa:  Study  of 
Culture  Change  along  Language  and  Environmental  Continua," 
Ph.D.  Dissertation,  Clark  University,  1986,  (Ann  Arbor,  MI: 
University  Microfilm  International,  1994),  p.  1. 

■'"'Sory  Camara,  Gens  de  la  Parole:  Essai  sur  la  Condition 
et  le  Role  des  Griots  dans  la  Societe  Malinkc,  (Paris: 
Karthala,  1992),  pp.  17-18. 
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Person,  p. 47. 
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widely  as    a   second    language. 


Figure    1:    THE    EXTENT   OF   THE    MANDE    LANGUAGE    COMMUNITY    (This    is 
David   Dalby's   map   in      "Who    are    the   Manding?"    p.    4.) 
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linguae  francae""^  by  the  substantial  numbers  of  Mande  speakers 
in  Guinea  Bissau,  Liberia,  Senegal,  Sierra  Leone,  and  the 
Gambia.  Smaller  populations  of  Mande  speakers  can  be  found  in 
northern  Ghana,  northern  Togo,  northern  Benin,  and  eastern 
Nigeria.''^  In  Guinea,  the  Mande-speaking  area  on  which  this 
dissertation  focuses,  the  Mande  language  is  called  Maninka, 
one  of  the  core  Mande  languages.  It  is  the  language  of  Haute- 
Guinee  (upper  Guinea)  and  is  also  used  as  a  lingua  franca. 
Radio  and  television  broadcast  news  and  religious  and  cultural 
programming  in  Maninka.  It  is  written  in  two  alphabets — in 
the  Roman  alphabet^^  and  in  N'ko.  ^^ 

In  neighboring  Cote  d'lvoire,  Dyula  is  the  name  for  the 
second  of  the  three  core  Mande  languages.  While  it  is  the 
first  language  of  a  minority  group  living  in  the  north  of  the 
country,  Dyula  serves  as  a  lingua  franca  throughout  the 
country  especially  for  trade.  Dyula  is  used  on  the  radio  and 
television  for  news,  announcements,  advertising,  and  Islamic 


^^A  lingua  franca  is  a  language  widely  understood  and  used 
for  general  communication  in  a  country,  e.g.  Hausa  in  Nigeria, 
Bambara  in  Mali,  Maninka  in  Guinea,  and  Dyula  in  Cote 
d'lvoire.  African  Community  Languages  and  their  use  in 
Literacy  and  Education,  (Dakar:   UNESCO,  1985),  p. 10. 

^^Stewart,  p.  1. 

"■^Maninka  was  the  medium  of  instruction  from  1968-1984, 
and  literacy  in  the  Maninka  language  written  in  the  Roman 
alphabet  was  supported  by  UNESCO. 

""^Tera  (p.  123  )describes  the  uses  of  N'ko  in  Guinea  but 
not  in  the  other  countries  of  his  1979  investigation. 
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religious  programs.''''  Although  written  in  the  N'ko  alphabet,''^ 
Dyula  has  not  been  standardized  to  a  written  form  in  the  Roman 
alphabet.''''  Mande  languages  are  the  first  language  for  sixty 
percent  of  the  population  in  Mali — a  country  where  all  the 
major  Mande  languages  are  spoken.  Bamana  (Bambara),  the  third 
core  language,  is  the  Mande  language  with  the  greatest  number 
of  speakers.  Together  with  Maninka,  it  serves  as  the  lingua 
franca  for  trade.  Second  to  French  on  the  radio, ^°  Bamana  is 
used  to  communicate  the  news  and  governmental  programs.  There 
are  government  publications  in  Bamana,  but  not  in  the  N'ko 
alphabet,  which  is  restricted  to  non-governmental  uses.^'' 

Smaller  but  no  less  important  Mande-speaking  communities 
come  from  the  Gambia,  Burkina  Faso,  and  Senegal.  Mandinko, 
the  local  Mande  language  in  the  Gambia,  is  used  in  radio 
communication.   At  one  time  there  was  a  Mandinko  language 


'"''Tera,  p.  122 


''^As  a  part  of  interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan, 
Cote  d'lvoire,  I  visited  N'ko  schools  at  Abobo,  Treicheville, 
and  Koumassi  and  I  witnessed  Mande  speakers  using  N'ko  for 
written  communication. 

'"UNESCO  has  sponsored  projects  in  which  Dyula  was  the 
language  of  instruction,  and  as  of  1984,  had  achieved 
approximately  41.2  percent  literacy  in  African  languages 
including  Dyula.  Unesco  Regional  Office  for  Education  in 
Africa,  African  Community  Languages  and  their  Use  in  Literacy 
and  Education:  A  Regional  Survey,  (Dakar:  UNESCO,  March 
1985),  p.  42. 

2°Tera,  pp.  124-125. 

^''Group  interview  30,  May  4,  1993,  in  Bamako,  Mali,  took 
place  at  the  Institut  Islamique  Djoliba  where  N'ko  has  been 
officially  taught. 


newspaper,  named  Kibaro.  It  was  also  a  medium  of  instruction 
for  UNESCO  pilot  literacy  projects  in  the  Roman  alphabet  and 
Arabic  script. ^^  Some  Mandinko  speakers  also  write  their 
language  in  the  indigenous  N'ko  alphabet. ^^  In  Burkina  Faso, , 
Dyula  is  the  first  language  for  a  large  portion  of  the 
population  and  is  generally  used  as  a  lingua  franca  and  for 
radio  communication.  Government  documents  record  it  in  the 
Roman  alphabet,  and  some  local  people  write  it  in  the  N'ko 
alphabet. ^^  In  Senegal,  Mandinka/Maninka  is  spoken  in  the 
Casamance  and  Bamana  is  spoken  in  the  east,  but  speakers  of 
the  two  languages  have  little  problem  in  understanding  one 
another. ^^  Both  are  used  in  radio  programming,  and  both  are 
written  in  Roman  script,  with  some  local  people  writing  them 
also  in  N'ko.^^ 

This  study  focuses  on  language  as  a  social  and  political 
unifying  force.  Like  other  African  language  communities, 
Mande  speakers  exist  in  a  pluralistic  society,  and  are,  out  of 


^Unesco  Regional  Office  for  Education  in  Africa,  p.  42. 

^^One  informant  described  seeing  Mandinkos  from  the  Gambia 
learning  N'ko  from  the  inventor  of  the  N'ko  alphabet.  Group 
interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  Guinea. 

^^Mande-speaking  Burkinabes  were  reported  seen  learning 
the  N'ko  alphabet  from  its  inventor  Souleymane  Kante.  Group 
interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  Guinea. 

^^Kalilu  Tera,  p.  125. 

^^ande-speaking  Senegalese  were  reported  to  have  learned 
the  N'ko  alphabet  from  its  inventor  Souleymane  Kantc.  Group 
interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  Guinea. 
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necessity,  multilingual.  It  is  my  understanding  that 
individual  Mande-speaking  language  communities  are  capable  of 
communicating  directly  with  one  another  because  linguistic 
similarity  enables  them  to  bridge  the  communication  gap  that 
has  developed  through  time  and  space.  It  is  my  experience 
that,  while  people  speaking  Kpelle  and  Mende  languages  can 
understand  one  another,  Kpelle  and  Soninke  speakers  could  not. 
Each  Mande-speaking  language  community,  however,  is  conversant 
with  a  Mande  subregional  lingua  franca — Bamana,  Dyula,  or 
Maninka.  Thus,  in  the  case  of  Soninke  and  Kpelle  speakers, 
the  Soninke  would  use  Bamana  and  the  Kpelle  would  use  Maninka 
to  communicate. 

While  recognizing  that  there  are  no  Mande  speakers  but 
speakers  of  Mande  languages,  for  ease  of  communication  this 
study  uses  "Mande  speaker"  to  serve  as  an  umbrella  term 
embracing  all  members  of  the  wider  community  of  speakers  of 
Mande  languages.  The  term  Maninka  denotes  the  local  language 
of  Haute-Guinee,  Republic  of  Guinea,  in  which  the  N'ko 
alphabet  originated  and  was  disseminated. 

Mande  Location 
There  is  some  debate  over  the  location  of  the  area 
identified  as  the  "Mande  Heartland."  Some  scholars  have 
argued  that  the  term  Mande  is  derived  from  the  indigenous 
place-name  Manden ,  the  historic  homeland.  This  is  a  place 
between  the  basins  of  the  Senegal  and  Niger  rivers--one  where 


10 
the  cultural  continuity  of  Mande-speaking  peoples  was 
centered.  That  continuity  was  reinforced  also  by  pilgrimages 
to  the  ancient  town  of  Kangaba.^^  One  local  scholar,  Bokar 
N'Diaye,  has  approximated  the  extent  of  Manden  as  extending 
from  present-day  Bamako,  Mali,  to  the  Fouta  Djallon  in  Guinea, 
producing  an  area  with  a  diameter  of  approximately  five 
hundred  kilometers. ^^  Another  local  scholar,  Tayiru  Banbera, 
has  suggested  that  the  "heartland"  extends  from  Korhogo,  Cote 
d'lvoire,  to  Kouroussa,  Republic  of  Guinea. ^'^  Charles  Bird 
estimates  the  core  as  existing  from  Segu,  Mali  well  down  into 
northern  Cote  d'Ivoire.^°  Bird  has  independently  assessed  that 
area  as  approximating  the  size  of  France. -^^  However,  the 
geographic  space  occupied  by  the  "heartland"  has  shifted  over 
time . 


^''Stewart,  p.  25 


^^Stewart  (p.  38)  cites  Bokar  N'Diaye,  a  Malian  scholar 
who  in  his  book,  Les  Groupes  Ethniques  au  Mali,  proposes  these 
dimensions . 

^^David  C.  Conrad,  A  State  of  Intrigue:  The  Epic  of 
Bamana  Segu  According  to  Tayiru  Banbera,  (Oxford:  Oxford 
University  Press,  1990),  p.  290. 

^°Bird,  Hutchison,  and  Kante,  p.  2. 

^^Charles  S.  Bird,  "The  Development  of  Mandekan  (Handing): 
A  Study  of  the  Role  of  Extra-linguistic  Factors  in  Linguistic 
Change, "in  Language  and  History  in  Africa,  ed.  David  Dalby, 
(New  York:   Africana  Publishing  Corporation,  1970),  p.  146. 


Figure  2:  APPROXIMATION  OF  THE  MANDE  HEARTLAND  (Djibril 
Tajnsir  Niane  and  Ibrahima  Baba  Kak.c,  Histoire  de  la 
Guince  3e  et  4e  Annces,  [Dakar:  Les  Nouvelles 
Editions  Africaines,  1986],  p.  44.) 
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Most  Mande-speaking  peoples  trace  their  historical 
expansion  to  Manden.^^  My  Mande  informants  from  the  Republic 
of  Guinea  situate  the  Mande  heartland  within  a  trapezoidal 
area  fixed  by  the  following  four  cities:  Siguiri,  Republic  of 
Guinea;  Kita,  Republic  of  Mali;  Bamako,  Republic  of  Mali;  and 
Niani,  Republic  of  Guinea  (see  Figure  2).  Although  the  actual 
place  of  Niani,  the  capital  of  Sundiata's  Mali,  is  disputed, 
these  Guinean  Mande  speakers  are  convinced  that  the  modern 
town  of  Niani,  located  in  Guinea  on  the  Sankarani  River  at  the 
Mali-Guinea  border,  is  the  Niani  of  the  Sundiata  epic.  This 
approximation  occupies  space  between  the  Senegal  and  Niger 
River  basins.  Whereas  it  appears  to  be  a  nucleus  for  N'Diaye's 
representation,  it  lies  outside  the  reaches  of  Banbera's 
description. 

The  large  number  of  individual  Mande  languages  and  the 
extent  of  the  Mande  diaspora  make  it  difficult  to  determine 
the  total  number  of  Mande  speakers  today.  In  1972,  David 
Dalby  estimated  that  there  were  ten  million  Mande  speakers  in 
West  Africa. -^^  In  1979,  J.  Chevrier  estimated  their  number  at 
sixteen  million,  a  figure  that  was  impossible  to  check  because 
not  all  Mande  languages  were  added  to  the  total  of  Bamana, 


^^David  Dalby,  "Who  are  the  Manding?"  in  Manding  Art  and 
Civilization,  ed.  Guy  Atkins  (London:  Studio  International, 
1972)  p. 4. 

"Dalby,  p. 4. 
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Maninka,  and  Dyula  speakers. -^^  More  recent  figures  suggest 
approximately  fifteen  million  Mande  speakers  who  inhabit  a 
significant  portion  of  the  region  stretching  from  Senegal  to 
Nigeria. -^^  In  addition  to  those  for  whom  a  Mande  language 
constitutes  their  first  language,  there  are  others  who  have 
learned  one  as  a  second  language.  In  fact,  as  already  noted, 
Bamana,  Dyula,  and  Maninka  act  as  linguae  francae  in  sub- 
regional  trade.  These  linguae  francae  unite  Mande  speakers 
across  a  vast  area  by  providing  a  common  means  of 
communication  among  the  first-  and  second-language  speakers. 
Mande  populations  are  fluid  and  surprisingly  similar 
throughout  the  region.  Because  Mande  languages  are  the 
linguae  francae  for  the  region,  Mande  speakers  move  about 
freely.  They  readily  cross  the  political  borders  established 
by  the  Europeans  and  maintained  by  today's  states.  Networks 
of  related  families  have  moved  back  and  forth  across  the 
region  for  purposes  of  commerce  and  religion.  For  example,  a 
merchant  from  Kankan,  Guinea,  will  find  family  members  with 


^^Diouldc  Laye,  "The  Use  of  Inter-African  Languages  of 
Communication,"  in  African  Languages:  Proceedings  of  the 
Meeting  of  Experts  on  the  Use  of  the  Regional  or  Subregional 
African  Languages  as  Media  of  Culture  and  Communication  with 
the  Continent  Bamako  (Mali),  18-22  June  1979,  (Paris:  UNDP, 
1979),  pp.  96-97. 

•'^This  information  was  compiled  from  UNESCO  Regional 
Office  for  Education  in  Africa,  African  Community  Languages 
and  their  use  in  Literacy  and  Education,  (Dakar:  UNESCO, 
1985)pp.29,  37,  42,  48,  59-62,  64,  66-69;  Christopher  Moseley 
and  R.E.  Asher,  Atlas  of  the  World's  Languages,  (New  York: 
Routledge,  1994),  pp.  296-301  and  Map  numbers  107-113. 
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whom  he  will  stay  during  his  business  trip  to  Abidjan,  Cote 
d'lvoire.  Not  all  such  travel  follows  the  nationally 
recognized  thoroughfares  that  can  be  officially  monitored  and 
controlled.  Some  follow  previously  established  trade  routes  so 
that  people  can  easily  evade  official  notice.  If  major  roads 
are  monitored,  then  people  use  the  back  roads.  The  keys  to  the 
process  of  movement  and  communication  are  informal  networks 
and  Mande  languages.  As  we  shall  see,  these  keys  have  opened 
the  door  to  the  development  and  spread  of  the  N'ko  alphabet. 

The  Mande  Heroic/Historic  Past 
The  dispersal  of  Mande  speakers  from  the  heartland  across 
West  Africa  was  the  result  of  regional  factors  which  included 
climatic  change,  trade,  and  religious  and  secular  wars  of 
domination.  From  the  cradle  of  Mande  civilization  in  the  Niger 
Valley  emerged  the  Pre-Manding,  Soninke  speakers  who  fashioned 
the  empire  of  Ghana  and  then  spread  Mande  language  through 
long  distance  trade.  Later,  the  Proto-Manding,  the  -Maninka 
and  -Bamana  speakers,  left  the  cradleland.'^^ 

The  desiccation  of  the  Sahara  was  part  of  a  larger 
climatic  change  that  drove  Mande  speakers  southward.  After 
they  had  moved  south  and  west,  they  found  themselves  divided 
by  the  Djoliba  River. ■'^  This  separation  developed  into  a 


^^Person,  p.  50. 


^^The  Niger  River  is  a  composite  of  two  rivers  that  came 
together  as  a  result  of  desertification.   The  Djoliba  River 
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linguistic  division.  East  of  the  river,  Mande  speakers  found 
themselves  to  be  one  of  many  cultures  over  which  they 
eventually  asserted  their  dominance.  West  of  the  river  their 
population  was  more  homogeneous  both  culturally  and 
linguistically.-'^  Those  who  remained  on  the  Niger  River  were 
the  Bozo  who  controlled  the  upper  Niger,  while  Songhai  boatmen 
dominated  the  river  downstream  from  the  Niger  bend.  Beyond  the 
Songhai  settlements,  at  an  area  where  rapids  obstructed  Niger 
River  traffic,  the  most  easterly  Mande-speakers,  the  Busa, 
ruled  the  lower  Niger  by  imposing  tolls  on  river  trade.-''' 
Those  who  remained  near  the  riverain  area  continued  working  in 
agriculture,  becoming  sedentary  farmers,  while  those  who  moved 
into  drier  areas  of  savanna  soil  became  pastoralists .  Person 
credits  Mande  speakers  with  domesticating  rice,  acquiring  iron 
technology,  and  learning  to  extract  the  gold  that  supplied  the 
trans-Saharan  trade. ^  Early  traders  introduced  Mande  speakers 


whose  source  was  in  Fouta  Djallon  flowed  northeast  emptying 
into  a  salt  water  lake,  Azawad.  The  Quorra  River's  source 
was  in  the  Adrar  Mountains  and  flowed  southwest  into  the  Gulf 
of  Guinea.  Sanche  de  Gramont,  The  Strong  Brown  God:  The 
Story  of  the  Niger  River,  (Boston:  Houghton  Mifflin  Company, 
1976),  p.  27. 

^^aniel  F.  McCall,  "The  Cultural  Map  and  Time-Profile  of 
the  Mande-speaking  Peoples,  in  Papers  on  the  Mandinq,  ed. 
Carleton  T.  Hodge, (The  Hague,  The  Netherlands:  Indiana 
University,  1971),  p.  60. 

^'^McCall  (p.  65)  compares  this  with  the  toll-exacting 
activity  of  the  robber  barons  on  the  Rhine  River. 

^°Person,  p.  43. 
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to  the  horse^^  which  later  became  important  for  state-building. 
As  Mande  speakers  spread  throughout  the  savanna,  they 
encountered   and  co-existed  with  other  cultures. 

Mande  state-building  began  among  the  northwestern  Mande 
speakers  who  brought  together  previously  independent  groups. 
The  southwestern  Mande  speakers,  on  the  other  hand,  appeared 
to  disperse  in  order  to  escape  military  domination  and  state 
authority. ^^  The  northernmost  Mande  speakers,  the  Soninke, 
constructed  an  early  Mande  state,  the  Ghana  Empire,  around  the 
eighth  century.  ^^  The  empire  was  nourished  by  Niger  and 
Senegal  River  basin  agriculture,  and  it  dominated  the  north  to 
south  gold-salt  trade  with  North  Africa.  Arabic  traders 
introduced  Islam  to  the  empire,  and  while  individual  Mande 
speakers  accepted  it,  the  king  of  Ghana  did  not. 

It  was  only  after  the  destruction  of  Ghana  by  the 
Almoravids  in  1076^^  that  Islam  advanced  among  the  rulers. ^^ 


'•^McCall  (p.  63  )describes  Mande  access  to  the  following 
three  types  of  horses:  the  Barbary  horse-trade  from  Morocco, 
a  mixed  breed  of  Arabian  horse  from  the  central  Sudan,  and 
indigenous  'ponies"  from  Cayor  (Senegal),  Bob  (Burkina  Faso), 
and  Cotokoli  (northern  Benin). 

""^Ibid.,    p.  63. 

^■^McKissack  and  McKissack  (p.  10)  assert  that  most 
historians  believe  that  Ghana  began  to  rise  as  a  commercial 
power  as  early  as  300  AD. 

'^he  Muslim  Almoravids  led  by  Abdullah  ibn  Yasin  attacked 
Ghana  because  its  kings  had  refused  to  convert  to  Islam. 
McKissack  and  McKissack,  p.  40. 

^^McCall  (p.  67)  relays  that  Al-Idrissi  reported  the  reign 
of  Muslim  kings. 
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After  a  brief  period,  however,  the  Mande-speaking  Susu,^  who 
rejected  Islam,  rose  to  power  and  recaptured  the  leadership  of 
what  had  been  Ghana.  Then  the  Mande-speaking  Maninka  founded 
Mali  after  consolidating  power  around  their  capital  of  Kangaba 
on  the  Niger  River/^  The  kings  of  Mali  accepted  Islam,  at 
first  nominally  beginning  with  Sundiata  who  defeated  the  Susu 
warrior-king  Sumanguru,  and  later  wholeheartedly. 

In  time  the  Mali  Empire  ruled  over  all  that  had  once  been 
ancient  Ghana.  Later  it  expanded  to  include  control  over  the 
Niger  River  and  the  savanna  down  to  the  forest  area  and  along 
the  Gambia  River  to  the  Atlantic  Ocean.  From  the  twelfth  to 
the  fifteenth  centuries,  Mali  dominated  Ghana's  old  north  to 
south  routes  for  the  trade  in  salt  and  gold  and  added  to  that 
the  Bambuk  and  Boure  gold  fields.  During  this  period,  Malian 
expansion  broadened  the  area  available  for  proselytization  to 
Islam.  The  thriving  commercial  center  of  Timbuktu  was  famous 
for  its  Islamic  culture  and  education.  Not  all  of  the  leaders 
of  the  Mali  Empire  became  Muslim:  the  ancestors  of  the  Bamana 
rulers  left  Mali  to  establish  their  own  non-Muslim  state. ^ 
Mali's  expansion  and  the  growth  of  trade  routes  all  helped  to 


^he  word  Susu  is  speculated  to  be  a  variant  of  the  name 
Sisi  or  Cisse,  the  royal  clan  of  Ghana.   McCall,  p.  68. 

^''The  location  of  Mali's  capital  is  in  dispute.  McKissack 
and  McKissack  (p. 45)  identify  Kangaba  as  the  spiritual  capital 
and  the  location  of  the  sacred  shrine  of  the  Maninka,  the 
Mandeblo . 

^^Bamana  means  "accept  no  master."  McCall,  p.  69. 
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spread  Mande  languages  through  the  region.  After  Mali's 
decline,  the  Songhai  empire,  which  was  non-Mande  speaking  but 
Muslim,  took  over  political  leadership  of  the  central  and 
eastern  portion  of  the  Mali  empire. 

A  vassal  state  of  the  Mali  empire,^'  Kaabu,  ruled  over  the 
Mande  speakers  who  had  migrated  to  the  Senegambia  region 
before,  during,  and  after  the  Mali  empire.  This  Mandinka- 
speaking  state  governed  a  large  portion  of  the  Senegambia 
until  they  were  defeated  in  1860  by  the  Pular  speakers  of  the 
Fouta  Djallon.^°  Other  Mande  speakers  settled  in  the  region 
of  the  Gambia  River  and  established  kingdoms  that  continued  as 
independent  entities  until  they  fell  under  British  control  in 
the  1880s. 

The  Mande  speaking  state  of  Segu  ascended  to  power  in  the 
eighteenth  century — a  Bamana-speaking  state.  It  dominated  the 
river  trade  on  the  Niger  from  Timbuktu  to  Djenne,  along  with 
the  flow  of  the  forest  trade,  and  it  ultimately  expanded  its 
rule  into  the  Senegal  Valley.  The  kingdom's  rulers  were  not 
Muslims,  but  Islam  began  to  spread  in  the  early  nineteenth 
century  in  towns  and  among  the  boat  people  of  the  Niger  River. 


^'According  to  oral  tradition,  Sundiata  sent  his  general 
Tiramangan  Traorc  to  conguer  the  Wolof  king  who  had  killed 
Malian  emissaries  sent  to  purchases  horses.  Traorc's  campaign 
led  a  Mande-speaking  migration  into  the  Senegamiba.  Traore 
defeated  the  Wolof  empire  and  established  his  capital  at 
Kansala. 

^°For  information  on  the  Kaabu  Empire,  see  Djibril  Tamsir 
Niane,  Histoire  des  Mandinques  de  1' Quest:  Le  Royaume  du 
Gabou,  (Paris:   Editions  Karthala,  1989). 
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Enclaves  of  Muslim  clerics  and  traders,  the  Soninke-speaking^"" 
Jakhanke,  who  originated  in  Ja  near  the  Niger  bend,  could  be 
found  throughout  the  empire.  Meanwhile,  the  Bamana  speakers 
of  the  countryside  remained  true  to  their  indigenous 
religion. 

The  nineteenth  century  witnessed  the  emergence  of  yet 
another  Mande-speaking  empire  builder,  Samori  Toure.  He 
brought  diverse  peoples  under  his  dominion  and  tried  to 
impose  on  them  the  uniformity  of  Mande  language  and  Islam. 
Samori  built  his  empire  at  the  same  time  that  Europeans  were 
carving  out  their  empires  in  the  same  region.  He  came  into 
conflict  with  Europeans  who  ultimately  destroyed  his  empire. 
Samori  is  known  among  Mande  speakers  as  the  last  great 
resistor  to  colonialism. 

Mande  Culture 
Just  as  there  is  a  debate  surrounding  the  nature  of  Mande 
languages  and  the  location  of  the  Mande  "Heartland, "  so  too 
has  there  been  a  debate  over  the  nature  of  Mande  culture. 
Scholars  have  guestioned  the  existence  of  a  broad  overarching 
Mande  culture. ^^  One  group  of  scholars  has  rejected  the  notion 


^^According  to  Lamin  Sanneh,  the  Jakhanke  are  Soninke 
speakers.  Lamin  Sanneh,  The  Jakhanke  Muslim  Clerics:  A 
Religious  and  Historical  Study  of  Islam  in  Senegambia,  (New 
York:   Lanham,  1989),  p.  1. 

^^Reed  F.  Stewart  clarifies  the  concerns  of  the  debate  in 
his  recent  dissertation  which  focuses  on  the  issues 
surrounding  the  existence  of  a  distinct  Mande  culture.   He 
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of  Mande  cultural  coherence.  While  acknowledging  the 
commonality  of  Mande  languages,  they  believe  that  the  cultural 
characteristics  of  Mande  speakers  are  similar  to  those  of  the 
speakers  of  other  groups  of  related  languages  in  West  Africa, 
implying  a  general  West  African  culture  based  on  environmental 
factors.  These  scholars  thus  place  paramount  importance  on 
environment  as  the  discerning  factor  in  separating  people  into 
discreet  cultural  groups.  ^-^ 

Arguing  for  Mande  cultural  coherence,  an  early  cadre  of 
Mande  scholars  convened  the  Conference  on  Manding  Studies  in 
London  in  1972.^^  They  argued  that  this  coherence 
distinguishes  Mande  speakers  from  those  of  other  West  African 
languages.  The  scholars  who  have  specialized  in  Mande 
studies^^  have  discerned  not  only  a  commonality  in  language  but 


investigated  salient  features  of  the  Mande  culture 
demonstrated  by  diverse  Mande  speakers  measuring  the  cultural 
coherence  in  the  areas  of  religion,  professions,  and 
settlement  patterns.  See  "Mande-speaking  Peoples  of  West 
Africa:  Study  of  Culture  Change  along  Language  and 
Environmental  Continua." 

^■^Stewart  identifies  this  group  as  Melville  Herskovitz, 
Jacques  Maquet,  Warren  D'Azevedo,  and  geographers  William 
Morgan  and  John  Pugh. 

^^he  scholars  presenting  papers  on  Mande  culture  at  this 
conference  include  David  Dalby,  Charles  S.  Bird,  Daniel  F. 
McCall,  Nicholas  S.  Hopkins,  and  Labelle  Prussin.  Together 
with  their  colleagues,  they  established  the  basis  for  the 
scholarly  work  currently  encouraged  by  MANSA,  the  Mande 
Studies  Association. 

^^Scholars  who  promote  the  concept  of  cultural  coherence 
are  represented  by  David  Dalby,  Robert  Launay,  Donne,  and 
Kenneth  Wylie. 
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also  culture  as  can  be  seen  from  their  definition  of  Mande 
culture  in  the  booklet  prepared  for  the  conference:  "The  term 
'Manding'  is  used  to  cover  a  number  of  West  African  peoples 
who  speak  related  forms  of  the  same  language  [i.e.  a  family  of 
languages]  and  who  share  a  similar  culture:  these  include  the 
Mandinka  or  Malinke  [Maninka] ,  the  Bambara  or  Bamana,  the 
Dyula  and  the  Vai,  together  with  many  smaller  ethnic  groups. "^^ 
With  the  papers  of  the  conference  as  a  springboard, 
subsequent  Mande  scholars  have  explored  the  commonality  in 
Mande  culture,  finding  a  distinct  cross-cutting  cultural 
coherence  that  threads  through  the  complexity  and  diversity  of 
cultural  practices.  For  example,  prior  to  the  arrival  of 
Islam,  the  socialization  of  the  Mande  youth  was  dependent  on 
age-grade  associations  operating  within  the  context  of  a  local 
ancestral  religion.  Although  Islam  has  diversified  the  Mande 
religious  world,  the  age-grade  association  still  plays  a 
valued  role  in  the  socialization  of  Mande  youth  in  both  Muslim 
and  non-Muslim  societies.^'' 


^^Quoted  from  the  booklet  prepared  for  the  Conference  on 
Manding  Studies,  Manding:  Focus  on  an  African  Civilization. 
Guy  Atkins,  ed.,  (London:   SOAS ,  1972). 

^''See  following  discussion  on  Cultural  Socialization. 
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Based  on  his  1986  quantitative  work,^^  Reed  Stewart 
concluded  that  there  were  more  similarities  among  languages  of 
the  northern,  southeastern,  and  southwestern  subfamilies  (see 
Appendix  A)  than  within  each  subfamily.  For  example,  Vai 
speakers  from  the  northern  subfamily  have  more  in  common  with 
the  Mano  speakers  from  the  southeastern  subfamily,  and  the 
Guerze  (Kpelle)  speakers  from  the  southwestern  subfamily,  than 
with  other  Vai  speakers. 

Cultural  Socialization 

The  family  organization  for  most  Mande  speakers  is 
patrilineal,  where  three  or  four  generations  form  the  basic 
lineage.  These  lineages  group  together  to  form  clans  over 
which  a  gerontocracy  directs  the  political  life  of  the  family. 
Localized  lineages  occupy  entire  villages,  or  entire  quarters 
of  a  town.  Before  the  arrival  of  Islam,  the  Mande  employed  a 
system  of  initiation  societies,  for  both  men  and  women,  whose 
responsibility  it  was  to  socialize  the  children  into  becoming 
vital  members  of  the  community.  The  societies  operated  on 
seven  year  cycles.  The  students  within  each  cycle  developed 
strong  moral  ties  to  one  another.  The  political  hierarchy  of 
the  initiation  societies  was  not  based  on  any  one  lineage  but 


^^Stewart's  methodology  involved  interviewing  individuals 
from  both  Mande-speaking  and  non-Mande-speaking  communities 
and  creating  comparables  for  the  six  cultural  issues  sampled 
by  his  study.  His  dissertation  supports  his  findings  with 
various  tables,  maps,  figures,  and  charts. 
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on  the  eldest  cycle  of  initiates.  For  the  upper  Niger  valley, 
there  were  six  named  age-grade  associations.  Mande  speakers 
who  are  not  Muslim  have  adhered  to  the  age-grade  initiation 
society  for  its  educative,  religious,  economic,  and  military 
contribution  to  the  community's  social  order.  Many  Muslim 
Mande  speakers  also  have  an  age-grade  association.  Although 
no  longer  responsible  for  religious  teaching,  the  age-grade 
association  continues  to  aid  the  community  in  the  moral 
socialization  of  the  youth. 

Today,  in  predominantly  Muslim  Kankan,  there  are  age- 
grade  associations  called  sedes  which  draw  together  men  or 
women  who  were  born  in  the  same  five  year  period. ^^  There  is 
a  special  bond  among  the  members  of  the  sede.  The  members 
meet  to  discuss  community  problems,  act  together  to  guide  the 
youth,  and  celebrate  together,  as  do  the  women  when  they  have 
an  occasion  to  dance  the  Mamaya.'^°  In  the  village  of  Sanana, 
the  Slide  of  a  certain  age  governs  the  secular,  social 
interactions  of  the  youth. ^^   Youth  behavior  becomes  their 


^'During  my  research  in  Kankan,  from  September  1992  until 
July  1993,  I  learned  about  the  function  and  importance  of  the 
sc'dcs  to  Maninka  society  from  informants. 

^"Although  I  did  not  participate,  I  was  present  at  sede 
meetings.  I  did,  however,  have  the  opportunity  to  join  the 
women's  sedes  in  dancing  the  Mamaya  in  Kankan,  Tuesday,  May 
18,  1993. 

^^I  was  invited  to  visit  the  village  of  Sanana  to  observe 
the  celebration  that  accompanied  the  custodial  change  from  one 
Slide  to  another  on  January  21-22,  1993.  Informants  explained 
the  significance  of  the  celebration  and  the  role  of  the  stidii. 
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responsibility,  and  they  organize  activities  for  young  people 
to  guide  them  in  secular  decision-making.  Both  initiation 
societies  and  Islam  exist  in  the  Mande  heartland.  Although 
much  of  the  Mande-speaking  world  is  Muslim,  Mande  speakers 
such  as  the  Bamana  speakers  who  have  resisted  Islamic 
proselytization  of  Islam  continue  to  employ  the  initiation 
societies  as  do  other  Mande-speaking  groups  who  live  on  the 
fringes  of  the  Muslim  Mande-speaking  world. 

Occupations  and  Settlement  Patterns 

Mande  speakers  across  West  Africa  are  farmers,  herders, 
and/or  traders.  The  dry  season  finds  Mande-speaking  farmers 
en  route  to  sell  local  commodities  or  to  purchase,  for  resale, 
products  valued  locally.  Mande  speakers  farm  and  acguire 
cattle,  because  in  the  past  cattle  have  been  judged  as  a 
measure  of  wealth.  Even  today,  the  bride  price  is  assessed  in 
reference  to  cattle.  They  live  in  villages  and  towns  with 
their  farms  a  short  distance  away. 

Generally,  Mande  speakers  have  special  occupational 
groups  such  as  bards/griots  called  jeli  by  the  Mande, 
blacksmiths/potters,  and  leatherworkers.^^  Stewart  focused 
on  the  role  of  the  blacksmith  as  a  example  of  the  special 
occupations.  He  found  that  the  status  of  a  smiths  everywhere 


^^Patrick  R.  McNaughton,  The  Mande  Blacksmiths: 
Knowledge,  Power,  and  Art  in  West  Africa,  ( Bloomington,  IN: 
Indiana  University  Press,  1988),  p.  13. 
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except  among  the  Susu  is  high.  Among  the  Maninka  (non- 
Muslims)  and  the  Bamana  speakers  the  smith  is  seen  as 
possessing  special  sacred  powers.  In  the  southern  and 
southwestern  Mande-speaking  groups,  smiths  are  important 
ritual  specialists.  Among  the  southern  Mande  speakers  and  the 
northern  Vai-speaking  group,  the  smiths  are  the  town 
guardians.  Among  northern  Mande  speakers,  the  smiths  are 
centrally  located  in  a  special  compound  or  quarter,  often  at 
the  city  gates.  Among  the  southern  Mande  speakers,  smiths  may 
be  at  the  town  gates  but  are  not  otherwise  assigned  any 
specific  compound  or  section  of  the  city.^-' 

The  villages  of  the  Maninka  and  the  Bamana  speakers  are 
very  similar  in  any  given  environment.  One  readily  observable 
difference  is  the  number  of  mosques.  In  a  Maninka  town 
mosques  will  be  more  numerous.  In  comparing  the  Vai  and  Mende 
Mande  speakers  of  the  forest  zone,  Stewart  found  their 
villages  to  be  similar  in  the  general  arrangement  of  houses, 
terraces,  and  walls,  and  in  the  relationship  of  the  village  to 
the  forest.  Both  used  the  forest  as  a  defense  perimeter. ^^ 

Mande  Unity 
Until  recently,  there  was  no  single  force  that   had  the 
potential  to  unify  the  Mande-speaking  populations  of  West 


^^Stewart,  pp.  126-130 


''Ibid.  ,  pp.  130-135 
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Africa.  While  they  possess  a  general  sense  of  cultural, 
linguistic,  and  historical  identity,  they  have  not  in  the  past 
had  a  universal  term  to  express  the  unity  of  their  cluster  of 
peoples  and  languages^^  It  is  true,  however,  that  many  Mande 
speakers  were  unified  in  the  Mali  empire,  and  the  spoken 
language  was  important  to  their  sense  of  identity.  The  words 
of  the  Sundiata  epic  were  important  in  creating  a  memory  of 
shared  Mande  history,  and  in  placing  a  value  on  orally 
transmitted  knowledge  in  the  Mande  language.  The  Mande  trade 
diasporas  helped  spread  this  sense  of  shared  history  over  a 
whole  area,  within  which  people  preserve  memories  of  their 
heroic/historic  past.  After  the  empire's  decline,  however, 
many  Mande  speakers  have  lived  under  the  governance  of  people 
speaking  other  languages.  In  addition,  the  most  prestigious 
languages — the  languages  of  domination  and  control — were  often 
written  ones.  The  absence  of  Mande  language  literacy  was  a 
mark  of  subordination.  Moreover,  in  the  latest  period,  under 
European  domination,  any  possibility  of  a  Mande-based 
political  challenge  was  reduced  by  the  systematic  subdivision 
of  Mande  speakers  into  small,  unrelated  units.  The  French 
were  exceptionally  aggressive  in  carrying  out  this 
subdivision.  The  imaginary  lines  that  served  to  divide  the 
colonies  of  French  West  Africa  were  drawn  as  if  they  were 
intended  to  cut  the  center  out  of  the  Mande  "heartland."  Each 


^^Dalby,  "Nomenclature,"  p  2 
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small  and  insignificant  group,  however,  has  the  potential  to 
join  together  in  one  large  and  formidable  political  unit. 

The  Maninka  speakers  of  Guinea  have  recently  taken  the 
lead  in  promoting  Mande  cultural  identity.  Seeing  themselves 
as  occupying  the  core  of  the  Mande  world,  they  have  embarked 
upon  a  campaign  to  enhance  cultural  identity  and  cultural 
unity.  The  commonality  of  language  and  of  a  heroic/historic 
past  have  been  insufficient  to  serve  as  a  catalyst  to  a  Mande 
unity,  so  the  Maninka  speakers  are  using  a  new  "secret" 
weapon,  an  indigenously  invented  written  form  of  the  Mande 
language — the  N'ko  alphabet.  This  alphabet  is  being  promoted 
among  the  Mande  speakers  of  Guinea  in  a  literacy  campaign 
which  is  part  of  a  wider  cultural  movement.  A  local  non- 
governmental organization,  ICRA-N'KO,^^  which  has  existed 
since  1987,  has  actively  led  a  literacy  campaign  since  June 
22,  1991.^''  ICRA-N'KO  supports  the  dissemination  of  N'ko  in 
both  individual  and  group  settings. ^^  By  promoting  local, 
national,  and  regional  N'ko  literacy  education,  the 
organization  has  widened  the  campaign  for  cultural  unity 


^•^L' Association  pour  1' impulsion  et  la  Coordination  des 
Recherches  sur  1 'Alphabet  N'ko. 

^''interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^he  statement  of  purpose  of  the  ICRA-N'KO  organization 
was  transmitted  to  me  orally  at  a  meeting  with  the  national 
bureau  of  the  organization  on  October  10,  1992.  This 
statement  is  also  contained  in  a  document  "Texte  Justificatif 
du  Projet"  written  by  the  national  ICRA-N'KO  president, 
Diaka  Laye  Kaba,  in  1994. 
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through  N'ko  to  include  not  only  the  Mande  speakers  of  Guinea 
and  the  heartland  but  also  all  the  Mande  speakers  distributed 
within  the  context  of  a  West  African  diaspora. 

The  Union  Manden  of  Guinea,  another  non-governmental 
organization,  secured  official  recognition  from  the  government 
of  Lansana  Conte  in  1992.  Although  promoted  as  a  new  Mande 
cultural  organization,  the  Union  Manden  is  actually  a  revived 
ethnic  organization  of  1946.  It  has  organized  to  preserve  and 
protect  Mande  culture.^'  It  has  adopted  N'ko  literacy  as  an 
important  part  of  its  program. ^°  Despite  its  relatively 
short  time  on  the  scene,  the  Union  Manden  may  become 
ultimately  more  important  than  ICRA-N'KO  in  introducing  the 
N'ko  alphabet.  The  Union  Manden  in  its  current  form  has 
aligned  itself  with  the  predominantly  Mande  party  of  Alpha 
Conde,  the  Rassemblement  du  Peuple  Guineen  (RPG).  It  has 
voiced  its  political  allegiances  loudly  enough  to  threaten  the 
current  government,  which  had  initially  allowed  it  to  join  in 
public  dialogue.  In  July  1994,  Lansana  Conte' s  government 
forbade  the  activities  of  the  Union  Manden.''^   If  this  is 


^'According  to  David  Conrad,  the  organization  was  "founded 
to  promote  awareness  and  appreciation  of  Mande  history  and 
culture  among  youth  of  the  Mande  world,  in  order  to  preserve 
it  for  future  generations."  "MANSA  Newsletter,"  No. 24,  1994, 
p.  4. 

''°  Explained  to  me  in  a  formal  presentation  at  a  meeting 
with  the  Union  Manden  on  July  22,  1994,  in  Conakry,  Republic 
of  Guinea. 

'"'Conrad,  "MANSA  Newsletter,"  p.  4. 
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enforced,  then  the  Union  Manden  will  be  driven  underground, 
but  even  then  it  is  likely  to  continue  operating,  and  to  use 
the  N'ko  alphabet  for  written  cormnunication. 

Although  N'ko  is  based  on  Maninka,  the  alphabet  is 
designed  to  be  universal  among  Mande  speakers.  According  to 
the  expressed  reasons  of  its  inventor,  Souleymane  Kante, 
Mande  speakers  will  be  able  to  communicate  readily  with  one 
another  despite  their  divergent  dialects.  The  present 
campaign  loudly  articulates  a  cultural  motivation  for  N'ko 
literacy.  Softer,  individual  voices  in  the  background, 
however,  whisper  the  potential  for  political 
possibilities . 

The  second  chapter,  "Under  the  Silk  Cotton  Tree,"  is  a 
review  of  the  literature  associated  with  the  underlying 
questions  related  to  identity  and  social  literacy.  The  chapter 
discusses  the  construction  of  cultural  identity,  defines 
intellectuals,  and  further  explores  the  use  of  language  as  a 
unifying  force.  The  chapter  continues  with  an  explication  of 
the  development  and  dissemination  of  social  literacy  by 
delineating  criteria  for  literacy,  examining  the  differences 
between  the  institutional  and  individual  value  placed  upon 
literacy,  and  evaluating  the  differences  in  the  educational 
processes  under  which  literacy  is  learned.  The  chapter  further 
investigates  forms  of  resistance  to  the  imposition  of  foreign 
culture  upon  society. 
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Chapter  3,  "Mande  Central,"  examines  the  emergence  of 
N'ko  literacy  as  an  important  cultural  element  from  the 
continuously  evolving  construction  of  Mande  identity.  It 
explores  the  changes  in  Mande  cultural  identity  which  have  led 
to  the  acceptance  of  N'ko  literacy  as  a  cultural  component. 
It  attempts  to  illuminate  the  events  and  personalities  who, 
over  time,  have  forced  these  changes  and  to  suggest  the 
composition  of  intellectual  groups  who  have  defined  identity. 
It  demonstrates  how  N'ko  literacy  today  participates  in  the 
shaping  of  Mande  identity  in  Guinea  and  influences  the  shape 
of  Mande  identity  in  other  parts  of  West  Africa. 

The  fourth  chapter,  "Children  of  the  Bright  Country," 
describes  the  historical,  political,  and  social  background 
about  the  Mande  heartland — the  context  within  which  the  author 
created  the  alphabet.  The  chapter  begins  with  the 
precolonial  arrival  of  Souleymane  Kante's  father  in  the 
region,  and  then  reconstructs  the  sociopolitical  environment 
of  colonial  Kankan.  Souleymane  Kantc  was  born  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin  about  thirteen  kilometers  from  Kankan,  Republic  of 
Guinea,  in  1922.  He  was  the  son  of  a  famous  Quranic  school 
teacher,  Amara  Kantc.  When  Souleymane  finished  his  Quranic 
school  education,  he  could  read  and  write  in  Arabic  and 
translate  Islamic  texts.  Being  raised  in  a  scholarly  setting 
produced  in  him  a  thirst  for  knowledge.  After  his  father's 
death  in  1941,  Kantc  went  to  Bouakc,  Cote  d'lvoire,  to  pursue 
an  occupation  as  a  teacher  and  merchant.  He  learned  languages. 
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read  extensively,  and  became  known  as  an  autodidact,  a  self- 
taught  scholar.  He  returned  to  Kankan  after  independence  to 
promote  his  alphabet. 

Chapter  5,  "The  Clear  Language  of  Mali — N'ko,"  details 
the  invention  of  an  indigenous  alphabet.  Based  on  the 
testimony  of  family,  friends,  and  contemporaries  of  Souleymane 
Kante,  the  chapter  demonstrates  Souleymane  Kante's  pro-active 
response  to  the  challenge  of  the  alleged  inferiority  of 
African  culture.  Informants  discussed  their  conversations 
with  Kante.  They  tell  what  he  said  about  his  motivations  for 
the  invention  and  his  recommendations  for  the  dissemination  of 
the  alphabet.  The  chapter  describes  the  texts  that  Souleymane 
Kante  translated  and  transcribed  into  N'ko  and  the  value  of 
N'ko  literacy  to  the  Mande-speaking  community. 

"Restoring  Culture  under  a  New  Sun,"  the  sixth  chapter, 
reconstructs  the  historical,  political,  and  social  context  of 
an  independent  Guinea  into  which  Souleymane  Kante  formally 
introduced  the  alphabet.  The  chapter  describes  the  contest 
among  Mande  speakers  to  acquire  and  control  knowledge  through 
literacy  in  the  maternal  language.  It  traces  the 
dissemination  of  the  alphabet  as  N'ko  schools  spread  from 
Kankan  as  well  as  the  development  of  an  informal  grassroots 
movement  from  which  a  literacy  campaign  would  later  be  forged. 

Chapter  7  "Culture  Power"  traces  the  spread  of  N'ko 
literacy  in  West  Africa  from  1959-1986  based  on  unorganized 
individual  initiative  and  from  1986  to  the  present  based  on 
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the  literacy  campaign  of  ICRA-N'KO.  The  chapter  continues  by- 
placing  the  grassroots  N'ko  literacy  campaign  into  the  context 
of  world  literacy  campaigns.  The  chapter  concludes  by 
discussing  individual  motivations  for  becoming  N'ko  literate. 

Chapter  8  is  a  brief  conclusion  that  organizes  the  events 
surrounding  the  N'ko  literacy  campaign.  It  assesses  the 
reasons  given  by  the  speakers  of  Mande  languages  for  choosing 
to  learn  the  N'ko  alphabet  and  for  using  it  in  concert  with 
Arabic  written  in  Arabic  script  and  French  written  in  the 
Roman  alphabet  as  a  part  of  their  individual  quest  to  acquire 
and  control  knowledge. 

N'ko  literacy  can  only  be  understood  when  placed  into  the 
wider  historical  context  of  the  struggle  among  Mande  speakers 
for  the  acquisition  of  and  control  over  knowledge.  Because 
language  is  the  core  of  what  constitutes  cultural  identity,''^ 
N'ko  becomes  an  extension  of  identity — language  in  its  written 
form.  Thus  the  focus  throughout  the  dissertation  remains  on 
the  Mande  struggle  over  the  acquisition  and  control  of 
knowledge  through  language  and  literacy.  For  Mande  speakers 
on  whose  language  this  alphabet  is  based,  the  invention  of 
N'ko  has  proven  to  be  a  significant  event  in  their  cultural 
history.   This  cultural-identity-based  literacy  revolution  has 


''^According  to  Leroy  Vail  "language  stands  as  the  central 
item  in  the  assemblage  of  a  cultural  package."  Leroy  Vail, 
ed.,  The  Creation  of  Tribalism  in  Southern  Africa, 
(Berkeley,  California:  University  of  California  Press,  1984), 
p.  11. 
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the  potential  to  unify  all  the  Mande  speakers  of  West  Africa, 
a  significant  population  who  are  described  in  Sundiata:  An 
Epic  of  Old  Mali  as  "all  the  sons  of  Mali  .  .  .  all  those  who 
say  N'  ko.  "^^ 


^^Djibril  Tamsir  Niane,  Sundiata:  An  Epic  of  Old  Mali, 
Translated  by  G.D.  Pickett,  (Longman  Group,  Ltd.,  1960),  p. 
55. 


Chapter  2 
UNDER  THE  SILK  COTTON  TREE 

".   .   .  your      words      are      obscure.  Make      your      speech 

comprehensible    to    us,     speak    in    the    clear    language    of    your 
savanna . " 

Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


Mande  speakers  of  Guinea  have  suggested  that  cultural 
nationalism  is  the  driving  force  behind  N'ko  literacy.  This 
position  poses  questions  about  literacy — its  association  with 
culture  and  its  implications  for  cultural  and  political 
movements.  Mande  speakers  of  old  would  have  paused  to 
evaluate  the  salient  issues  of  such  questions  under  the  "silk 
cotton  tree."  Before  describing  the  personalities,  re- 
enacting  the  events,  and  situating  them  in  time  and  space,  the 
discussion  under  the  silk  cotton  tree  would  define  the 
underpinning  elements  of  identity,  literacy,  and  nationalism, 
their  relationship  to  one  another,  and  to  the  study  at  hand. 

This  chapter  first  explores  the  concept  of  cultural 
identity  and  defines  it  in  general  terms.  Next  it  sets  forth 
the  component  elements  of  cultural  identity,  who  manipulates 
them  into  a  coherent  whole,  and  how  cultural  identity 
redefines  itself  over  time.  The  focus  then  shifts  to  a 
discussion  of  cultural  identity  in  the  context  of  European 
colonialism  in  Africa.   Of  particular  importance  is  the  role 

34 
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Europeans  played  in  the  construction  of  cultural  identity  for 
African  language-speaking  conununities .  The  chapter  continues 
with  an  evaluation  of  initiatives  for  the  creation  of  an 
indigenous  cultural  identity  by  the  community  of  African 
language-speakers  themselves. 

The  chapter  also  discusses  literacy  and  examines  it  in  a 
colonial  context  where  European  language  and  literacy  were 
used  to  govern  disparate  language  communities.  It  also 
explores  the  uses  of  literacy  by  subordinate  groups.  It 
further  explains  the  context  in  which  independence  governments 
such  as  the  Republic  of  Guinea,  sought  to  inherit  the 
privileges  of  those  who  had  mastered  colonial  language  and 
literacy. 

The  Construction  of  Cultural  Identity 

Cultural  identity  is  a  socially  constructed  phenomenon. "" 

Its  concern  is  with  defining  and  redefining  obligations  among 

the  members  of  society.^   Each  social  group  identifies  itself 

by  a  name  which  divides  the  "we"  and  "they."^   Many  of  the 


""Peter  Burke,  "Introduction,"  The  Social  Historv  of 
Language,  eds.  Peter  Burke  and  Roy  Porter,  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge  University  Press,  1987),  p.  1. 

^Justin  Willis,  "The  Makings  of  a  Tribe:  Bondei 
Identities  and  Histories,"  Journal  of  African  History,  33 
(1992):  1991. 

^Louis  Brenner  defines  identity  as  "the  process  of 
naming:  naming  of  self,  naming  of  others,  and  naming  by 
others."  Muslim  Identity  and  Social  Change  in  Sub-Saharan 
Africa,  (Bloomington,  IN:   Indiana  University  Press,  1993), 
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most  stable  groups  identify  themselves  by  their  language  which 
binds  them  together  as  neighbors  and  sets  them  apart  from 
other  cultures.^  Seen  as  one  of  the  most  powerful  signs  of 
identity,^  language  binds  the  community  together  by  expressing 
its  collective  values.^  A  nationality  can  be  built  upon  a 
complementary  communications  network  among  members  of  a 
language  community.^  Paulo  Freire  says  simply  that  language 
is  culture.^  Identifying  culture  only  by  referring  to 
language,  however,  reduces  the  constantly  changing  complexity 
of  social  organization  to  a  single  dimension.  It  also 
obliterates  differences  in  culture  which  exist  within  a 
language  family. 


p.  1. 

^Yves  Person  states  that  language  is  the  first 
consciousness  of  cultural  identity  and  that  all  of  culture  is 
personified  by  that  language.  Samori:  Une  Revolution  Dyula, 
Tome  I,  (Dakar:   IFAN,  1968),  p.  47. 

^Thomas  K.  Fitzgerald,  Metaphors  of  Identity:  A  Culture- 
Communication  Dialogue,  (New  York:  State  University  of  New 
York  Press,  19  )  p.  61. 

^Jay  L.  Robinson,  "The  Social  Context  of  Literacy,"  in 
Perspectives  on  Literacy,  eds .  Eugene  R.  Kintgen,  Barry  M. 
Kroll,  and  Mike  Rose,  (Carbondale,  IL:  Southern  Illinois 
University  Press,  1988),  p.  243;  Fitzgerald,  p.  61. 

''David  D.  Laitin,  Language  Repertoires  and  State 
Construction  in  Africa,  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University 
Press,  1992),  p. 28. 

^Paulo  Freire  &  Donaldo  Macedo,  Literacy:  Reading  the 
Word  and  the  World,  (South  Hadley,  MA:  Bergin  &  Garvey 
Publishers,  Inc.,  1987),  p.  53. 
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Language,^  is  only  one  of  the  cultural  symbols  around 
which  identity  is  organized.  Also  important  are  shared 
values,  and  a  "positive"  view  of  ethnic  history  complete  with 
heroic  cultural  actors.  Leroy  Vail  explains  that  the 
construction  of  cultural  identity  or  ethnicity  is  a 
"consciously  crafted  ideological  creation. "^°  Since  identity 
does  not  exist  as  a  natural  consequence  of  shared  culture,  a 
catalyst  is  needed  if  the  community  is  to  focus  on 
"traditional  values,"  thus  opening  the  way  for  the  acceptance 
of  newly  formed  ideologies.  Intellectuals  are  the  agents  who 
oversee  this  "conscious  construction  of  identity. "^^  Their 
competing  discourses  eventually  resolve  into  a  complex 
statement  of  what  constitutes  identity. 

Vail  identifies  these  intellectuals  as  "culture 
brokers. "^^  Among  these  are  African  governmental 
intermediaries  and  Europeans  who  are  missionaries, 
historians,  and  anthropologists.^^  Vail,  however,  does  not 
credit  Africans  with  the  formulation  of  indigenous  cultural 
identity  before  the  arrival  of  the  Europeans  and  therefore 


'Leroy  Vail  asserts  that  language  stands  at  the  core  of 
the  cultural  symbols  that  make  up  identity.  Leroy  Vail  (ed.  ) 
The  Creation  of  Tribalism  in  Southern  Africa,  (Berkeley,  CA: 
University  of  California  Press,  1989),  p.  12. 

^°Ibid.,      p.  7. 

'^'^Ibid.,    p.  11. 

""^Willis  (p.  191)  judges  this  as  a  narrow  elite  group. 

''^Vail,  p.  11. 
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does  not  explore  how  intellectuals  recreated  their  roles  in 
relation  to  European  influence.  His  discussion  focuses  upon 
Europeans  as  the  catalysts  responsible  for  the  re-invention  of 
identity.  He  considers  European  missionaries  as  being 
instrumental  in  defining  the  identity  of  some  Africans  through 
translating  the  Bible  to  indigenous  languages  using  the  Roman 
alphabet.  Missionaries  also  chose  cultural  symbols  they 
deemed  appropriate  and  selected  the  version  of  local  history 
that  they  supported.  In  Vail's  view,  Europeans  trained  a  cadre 
of  local  intermediaries,  and  together  with  them  reinvented  the 
group's  cultural  identity,  and  then  socialized  the  youth  to 
that  new  identity  through  mission  schools.  It  is  difficult  to 
understand  how  this  foreign-constructed  identity  then  changed 
from  within. 

Steven  Feierman,  on  the  other  hand,  says  that 
intellectuals  emerged  from  within  the  indigenous  social  order. 
He  defines  intellectuals  as  those  who  are  "engaged  in  socially 
recognized  organizational,  directive,  educative,  and 
expressive  activities."''^  This  conceptualization  of 
intellectuals  draws  upon  a  society's  language  and  specific 
cultural  knowledge  to  create  the  cultural  identity  of  the 
collectivity.  Broad  collective  identities  are  the  result  of 
social  and  intellectual  processes  and  the  overlapping  settings 


^^Steven  Feierman,    Peasant   Intellectuals,   (Madison: 
University  of  Wisconsin  Press,  1990)  pp. 17-18. 
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of  cultural  activity  J^  The  community's  cultural  identity 
develops  from  the  dialogue  generated  by  the  multiple  social 
and  intellectual  discourses.'''^  When  individuals  or  groups  use 
language  to  control  others  or  resist  being  controlled  and  when 
societies  change  or  resist  change,  they  take  part  in  debates 
which  are  shaped  by  and  reshape  language.  ^''  When  voices 
representing  new  knowledge  are  added,  cultural  identity 
changes.''^  All  who  are  intellectuals  discuss  their  conflicting 
points  of  view  and  through  their  discussions  the  cultural 
identity  of  the  group  re-emerges.  As  foreign-trained 
intellectuals  enter  this  group,  the  newly  emerging  identity 
accommodates  the  integration  of  the  new  voice;  and  the  foreign 
voice  is  heard  as  only  one  voice  among  many.  Constantly 
changing,  cultural  identity  represents  the  final  chord  derived 
from  the  struggle  among  all  the  community's  voices. 

The  construction  of  cultural  identity  leads  to  the 
conceptualization  of  a  nation  and  to  nationalism.   Benedict 


^^David  William  Cohen  and  E.S.  Atieno  Odhiambo,  Siaya: 
The  Historical  Anthropology  of  an  African  Landscape,  (London: 
James  Currey,  1988),  p.  2. 

''^Terence  Ranger  prefers  Feierman's  construction  of 
pluralistic  societies  in  which  African  creative  initiatives 
struggled  to  produce  a  cultural  identity.  "The  Invention  of 
Tradition  Revisited:  The  Case  of  Colonial  Africa,"  in 
Legitimacy  and  the  State  in  Twentieth-Century  Africa:  Essays 
in  Honour  of  A.H.M.  Kirk-Greene,  eds.  Terence  Ranger  and 
Olufemi  Vaughan,  (Oxford,  St.  Antony's  College,  1993),  p.  80. 

""^Burke,  p.  13. 

^^Brenner  (p.  59)  asserts  that  identities  are  constantly 
being  constructed  and  reconstructed  based  on  perceived  aims, 
needs,  and  constraints. 
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Anderson  defines  a  nation  as  an  imagined  political  community 
with  finite  borders  beyond  which  lie  all  other  nations.  He 
defines  the  community  as  imagined  because  individuals  within 
it  will  never  know,  meet,  or  hear  about  most  of  their  co- 
members,  but  know  in  their  minds  that  the  community  exists.^' 
It  is  language  that  makes  community  imaginable. ^°  When  a 
particular  community's  language  becomes  the  major  form  of 
communication  in  all  social  contexts,  then  a  nation  is  most 
easily  imagined. ^^  Conceived  from  deep  cultural  roots, ^^ 
nationalism  is  not  a  consciousness  expressed  by  an  existing 
nation,  but  the  consciousness  that  invents  a  nation  where  one 
had  not  previously  existed. ^^  According  to  Partha  Chatter jee, 
Anderson's  construct  of  the  nation  state  follows  the 
establishment  of  a  vanguard  of  intellectuals  who  mobilize 
popular  nationalism.^^  This  idea  of  nation-ness  that  leads  to 


^^Benedict  Anderson,  Imagined  Communities:  Reflections  of 
the  Origin  and  Spread  of  Nationalism,  (London:  Verso,  1983), 
p.  6. 

^°E . D .  Hirsch,  Jr.  asserts  "a  nation's  language  can  be 
regarded  as  a  part  of  its  culture,  or  conversely,  its  culture 
can  be  regarded  as  the  totality  of  its  language.  Cultural 
Literacy:  What  Every  American  Needs  to  Know,  (Boston: 
Houghton  Mifflin,  Co.,  1987),  p.  83. 

^''Laitin,  p.  11. 

^^Partha  Chatter jee,  Nationalist  Thought  and  the  Colonial 
World:  A  derivative  Discourse?  (Avon,  UK:  Zed  Books  Ltd., 
1986),  p.  18. 

^■'Anderson  (p.  6)  cites  Ernest  Gellner. 

2'^Chatterjee,  p.  22. 
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the  formation  of  a  nation  state  is  a  distinctly  European 
construct  imported  by  Africa  and  Asia.^^ 

The  European  Invention  of  Cultural  Identity 
Many  of  the  bases  of  indigenous  cultural  identity  were 
attacked  under  colonial  domination.  The  colonists  invented 
identities  that  forced  their  worldview  on  the  cultures  they 
had  conquered.  They  first  imposed  a  European  language  as  the 
official  language,  making  it  the  common  language  for  purposes 
of  efficient  administration  and  rule.^'^  Because  the  new 
language  promised  upward  occupational  and  social  mobility, 
African  subjects  chose  to  add  it  to  their  language 
repertoire.  ^^ 

Within  the  boundaries  fixed  under  imperialism,  Europeans 
tried  to  define  and  justify  their  leadership  role.  They 
imported  European  capital  and  the  European  work  ethic.  They 
also  brought  with  them  traditions  that  had  evolved  in  Europe 
and  from  them  created  a  new  social  order  on  the  continent. 
Europeans  took  for  themselves  the  roles  of  gentlemen  and 
professional  men.    They  became  soldiers,  traders,  store- 


^^Chatter  jee,  p.  18. 

^'^According  to  David  D.  Laitin  (p.  ix)  ,  language 
rationalization  is  the  policy  of  establishing  an  official 
language  for  education,  administration  and  cultural  life. 

^''Laitin,  p.  9. 
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keepers,  concession-seekers,  policemen,  and  missionaries.^^ 
Keeping  for  themselves  all  senior  supervisory  and  highly 
skilled  jobs,  Europeans  relegated  Africans  to  mostly  menial 
and  unskilled  work  or  traditional  occupations.  Africans 
worked  at  farming  to  supply  the  agricultural  exports  that 
funded  the  European  administration  of  the  colonies.  They 
worked  as  unskilled  laborers  providing  the  manpower  for  the 
well  oiled  machinery  of  transportation  of  goods  into  the 
international  market  and  for  the  construction  of  colonial 
infrastructure  that  secured  control  of  the  colony's  interior. 
Africans  acted  as  domestic  workers  relieving  the  Europeans 
from  the  drudgery  of  managing  a  household  in  addition  to 
their  other  duties. 

Colonial  officials  offered  some  Africans  an  opportunity 
to  participate  as  subordinate  colonizers,  providing  them  with 
material  rewards,  knowledge  of  modern  technology,  and  the 
prestige  of  white  collar  positions. ^^  Certain  segments  of  the 
African  community  accepted  and  ended  up  supporting  the 
colonial  social  order.  In  some  cases  they  came  from  segments 
of  society  who  would  have  difficulty  in  rising  within  the 
indigenous  African  social  order.   A  number  were  young  men  who 


^^erence  Ranger,  "The  Invention  of  Tradition  in  Colonial 
Africa,"  The  Invention  of  Tradition,  eds.  Eric  Hobsbawn  and 
Terence  Ranger,  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press,  1983, 
p.  214. 

^'Ranger  says  in  "The  Invention  of  Tradition"  (p.  227), 
that  African  industrial  workers  and  peasant  farmers  never 
achieved  the  status  of  soldiers,  teachers,  or  clerks. 
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wanted  to  circumvent  the  power  of  elders  who  restricted  their 
access  to  power,  status,  and  wealth.  Older  men  exercised 
control,  for  example,  when  they  set  a  high  bride  wealth  to 
coopt  young  men's  labor  and  exclude  them  from  early  marriage. 
Some  collaborators  were,  for  whatever  reason,  social  outcasts 
whose  only  chance  at  status  and  wealth  was  embracing  the  new 
social  order.  Within  it  they  had  power  over  those  who  had 
previously  been  dominant. -^^  Colonial  officials  and  foreign- 
trained  African  intellectuals  combined  forces  for  modernizing 
Africa. 

The  role  of  the  new  social  order  was  to  transform  and 
modernize  Africans  under  European  tutelage.  Europeans  created 
the  colonial  educational  system  to  socialize  Africans  as  a  new 
African  elite  cadre, ^''  a  transitional  group  neither  wholly 
African  nor  wholly  European.  Colonial  education  limited  the 
scope  of  modern  knowledge  accessible  to  Africans. ^^  Africans 
were  carefully  selected  for  schooling;  however,  the 
educational  curriculum  was  restricted  in  content  in  order  to 
preserve  the  occupational  status  quo.  In  addition,  the 
colonizers  tried  to  disseminate  a  European  work  ethic  and  code 


^"Ranger,   "Revisited,"  pp.  82-83. 

^''Peggy  R.  Sabatier,  in  "'Elite'  Education  in  French  West 
Africa:  The  Era  of  Limits,  1903-1945,"  states  that  after 
World  War  II,  graduates  of  the  Ecole  William  Ponty,  Dakar, 
Senegal,  became  the  professional  and  political  leaders  who  led 
their  respective  countries  to  independence.  International 
Journal  of  African  Historical  Studies,  Volume  11,  Number  2, 
1978,  p.  247. 

^^Ihid.,    p.  247. 
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of  conduct,  along  with  the  appropriate  employment  skills.  The 
highest  level  to  which  Africans  could  aspire  in  the  colonial 
administration  was  that  of  assistant  to  the  European  in 
charge.  Africans  could  never  reach  above  the  level  of  junior 
administrators  in  the  colonial  administration.  They  were 
civil  servants,  policemen,  and  teachers.  African  soldiers  and 
junior  officers  followed  French  officers  into  battle  in  the 
Tirailleurs  Senegalais,  the  West  African  army  that 
distinguished  itself  in  both  the  First  and  Second  World  Wars.-^' 

Indigenous  African  Cultural  Identity — The  Mande 

Mande  speakers,   on  whom  this  study  is  based,   have 

followed  an  indigenous  path  to  the  construction  of  their  own 

cultural  identity.   They  remember  the  fact  that  they  are  the 

descendants  of  the  Mali  Empire  described  by  Sundiata's  jeli  as 

"all  those  who  say  N'ko."^^  According  to  D.T.  Niane, 

The  Mande  like  to  distinguish  themselves  from  other 
peoples  by      their  language.   For  them,  Mandingo 
is  the  'Kan  gbe' (clear  language    par  excellence) .^^ 

Linguist  Charles  Bird  points  to  the  importance  of  the  term 

Mandekan,   an  umbrella  term  inclusive  of   all   the  Mande 


•'■^Freire  and  Macedo  (p.  54)  point  out  that  language  was 
an  important  dimension  of  the  colonial  world  and  that 
Europeans  imposed  formal  and  informal  social  controls  through 
the  European  language. 

^^Djibril  Tamsir  Niane,  Sundiata:  An  Epic  of  Old  Mali, 
Translated  by  G.D.  Pickett,  (Hong  Kong:  Longman  Group,  Ltd., 
1960),  p.  55. 

^^Ijbid.  ,  in  endnote  number  61,  p.  93. 
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languages.  Oral  traditions  show  that  the  Mande  speakers 
called  themselves  "Mandekalu  'the  people  of  the  Mande.' 
Mandekan  means  'the  language  of  the  Mande. '"^^ 

Sharing  a  common  language  does  not  mean  that  people  share 
the  whole  of  a  culture.  Maninka  and  Bamana  speakers,  for 
example,  share  their  language  but  are  divided  by  religion. 
Maninka  speakers  are  predominantly  Muslim  and  Bamana  speakers 
are  not.  When  speakers  from  the  two  groups  meet,  they  look  at 
one  another  as  Mande  speakers  and  speak  of  one  another  as 
"we."  But,  they  also  know  and  respect  their  cultural 
differences.-^^  Europeans  called  all  Mande  speakers  of  the 
central  Mande-speaking  region  "Manding"  and  thus  called  the 
language  speakers  Manding  or  Mandingo,  brushing  aside  the 
cultural  particularities  that  subtly  divided  them. 

Although  European  notions  of  identity  have  to  some  extent 
been  integrated  into  the  current  development  of  Mande 
identity,  the  construction  of  an  identity  for  Mande  speakers 
is  primarily  based  on  an  indigenously  formed  conceptualization 


^^Charles  S.  Bird,  "The  Development  of  Mandekan  (Manding): 
A  Study  of  the  Role  of  Extra-linguistic  Factors  in  Linguistic 
Change,"  in  Language  and  History  in  Africa,  edited  by  David 
Dalby,  (New  York:  Africana  Publishing  Corporation,  1970), 
p. 146. 

^''in  interview  83,  August  7,  1994,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant,  my  research  assistant,  and  I  discussed  the 
conceptualization  of  the  "we"  and  the  "other"  based  on  the 
views  expressed  by  all  the  informants  in  the  interviews 
conducted  in  1993  and  1994.  Informants  tended  to  see  all 
Mande  speakers  within  the  community  as  "we"  regardless  of 
ethnic  or  religious  division.  Those  who  are  not  Mande 
speakers  are  identified  as  the  "other." 
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of  culture  which  has  evolved  through  the  long  history  of  Mande 
civilization.  Before  the  Europeans  arrived,  Mande-speaking 
intellectuals  were  involved  in  the  formation  and  reformation 
of  Mande  culture. 

Among  the  Mande,  individuals  have  been  assigned  roles  as 
intellectuals,  in  Feierman's  sense  of  the  term,  based  upon 
their  control  over  specific  knowledge  and  power  in  limited 
fields.  Patrick  McNaughton  states  that  the  Mande  respect 
knowledge  of  all  kinds  and  revere  knowledge  as  important  and 
powerful.-'^  Indigenous  intellectuals  included  Nyamakala, 
special  professions,  among  them  include  bards/griots, 
smiths/potters,  and  leatherworkers  .■^''  As  society  has  changed 
so  has  the  composition  of  its  intellectuals.  The  Nyamakala 
have  been  joined  by  and  have  to  some  degree  been  overshadowed 
by  other  intellectuals  whose  voices  represent  diverse  values. 
They  include  Islamic  intellectuals  versed  in  Arabic  literacy, 
foreign  trained  intellectuals  literate  in  French,  and  foreign 
trained  intellectuals  influenced  by  the  Warsaw  Pact 
nations. 

The  collective  term,  Mande  speakers,  represents  a  wide 
range  of  diverse  communities  .^°    Not  only  does  the  wider 


■'^Patrick   R.    McNaughton,    The   Mande   Blacksmiths: 

Knowledge,  Power,  and  Art  in  West Africa,  (Bloomington, 

Indiana:   Indiana  University  Press,  1988),  p.  13. 


^^Ijbid.,   p.  3 

■"person  (p 
great  diversity 


^Person  (p.  43)  says  that  the  singular  uniformity  is  its 
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community  possess  a  powerful,  unifying  cultural  and 
historical  heritage,  but  each  of  the  individual  ethnically- 
diverse  communities  also  possesses  a  rich  culture  based  on  its 
own  locality.  The  voices  of  the  individual  communities  blend 
into  the  collective  voice  of  the  larger  community  of  Mande 
speakers  through  the  Mande  language  itself.  The  stronger 
sense  of  a  Mande  language  community,  thus  overcomes  Mande 
diversity. 

Mande  individuals  see  themselves  today,  as  they  have  in 
the  past,  as  belonging  to  a  larger  community  which  speaks  the 
same  language,  shares  the  elements  of  a  heroic/historic  past, 
and  exists  in  a  defined  space.  Many  also  see  themselves  as 
part  of  a  cross-cultural  Islamic  religious  community.  Many 
others  see  themselves  as  members  of  a  wide-ranging,  Mande- 
speaking  trading  community  extending  beyond  the  space  of  the 
core  community.  Still  others  are  conscious  of  their 
participation  in  the  wide  readership  of  N'ko  literature. 
Though  the  Mande-speaking  community  can  thus  be  seen  as  an 
imagined  one,  it  does  not  conform  to  Anderson's  definition  of 
a  nation  with  borders.  Mande  populations,  which  are 
surprisingly  similar  throughout  the  region,  move  easily  across 
the  borders  of  West  African  states,  and  through  their  movement 
defy  conventional  political  constructs.  For  example,  Dyula 
speakers  imagine  themselves  as  members  of  the  Mande-speaking 
population  of  the  individual  nations  in  which  they  live.   They 
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also  imagine  themselves  as  members  of  the  West  African 
community  of  Islam  as  a  whole.  ^^ 

Literacy  Criteria 
In  1957,  UNESCO  described  literacy  as  an  indistinct 
continuum  of  abilities. ^^  Jeanne  Chall  has  established  three 
stages  of  literacy  that  would  divide  the  continuum  according 
to  the  reader's  skills.  At  stage  one,  the  least  literate, 
the  reader  learns  initial  decoding;  at  stage  two,  the  reader 
gains  fluency  by  reading  texts  which  are  already  familiar;  and 
at  stage  three  they  read  to  learn  new  ideas. '^^  Most 
discussions  use  "literacy"  to  mean  functional  literacy  in 
which  people  read  for  ideas  which  they  apply  to  new  contexts. 
UNESCO  defines  a  person  as  literate  if  he  or  she  can  read  and 
write  and  can  understand  a  short  simple  statement  related  to 
everyday  life."^^  For  Lawrence  Stone,  literacy  means  the 
ability  to  use  the  written  word  as  a  means  of  communication. 
He  suggests,  however,   that  the  term  literacy  is  perhaps 


^^Jack  Goody,  "The  Impact  of  Islamic  Writing  on  the  Oral 
Cultures  of  West  Africa,"  Cahiers  d'Etudes  Africains,  11,  p. 
463. 

"^Daniel  A.  Wagner,  The  Future  of  Literacy  in  a  Changing 
World,  (Oxford:   Pergamon  Press,  1987),  p.  6. 

^^aniel  P.  Resnick  and  Lauren  B.  Resnick,  "The  Nature  of 
Literacy:  An  Historical  Exploration,"  Harvard  Educational 
Review,  Volume  47,  Number  3,  1977,  pp.  383-384. 

^Harvey  J.  Graff,  The  Literacy  Myth:  Literacy  and  Social 
Structure  in  the  Nineteenth-century  City.  (New  York: 
Academic  Press,  1979),  p.  3. 
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inappropriate  and  should  be  replaced  by  the  term  alphabetism/^ 
This  term  is  already  widely  used  in  French-speaking  countries 
where  literacy  is  discussed  in  terms  of  alphabetisation. 
Literates,  semi-literates,  and  illiterates  have  always  co- 
existed in  society.  The  stated  goal  of  most  governments  today 
is  one  hundred  percent  functional  literacy  for  their  citizens. 
The  social  uses  of  literacy  have  evolved  over  time.  In 
Europe  before  the  sixteenth  century,  literacy  was  restricted 
to  an  educated  elite  and  the  Catholic  clergy  controlled 
religious  knowledge  through  Latin  language  and  literacy.  The 
"culture  of  the  book"  emerged  in  Europe  as  a  direct  result  of 
the  Protestant  Reformation.  The  invention  of  the  moveable 
type  printing  press  and  the  rise  of  a  print  industry  provided 
written  vernacular  Christian  texts.  Protestantism  created  a 
need  for  a  literate  society  and  extended  literacy  in  the 
vernacular  languages  to  the  masses.  During  this  period 
literacy  was  demonstrated  by  reading  the  Bible  and  works  of 
the  Protestant  Reformers  from  texts  that  had  previously  been 
memorized.  "God's  people  were  to  be  a  literate  people  taking 
in  God's  Word  from  the  printed  page."'^^  Chall  points  out  that 
reading  the  Bible  and  other  religious  texts  previously 
committed  to  memory  are  at  the  second  stage  of  literacy.  Like 
Christians  of  that  period,  many  non-Arabic-speakers  in  Islamic 


^^Lawrence  Stone,  "Literacy  and  Education  in  England  1640- 
1900,"   Past  and  Present,  Number  43,  February  1969,  p.  98. 

''^Ibid.,    p.  79. 
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societies  demonstrated  stage  two  literacy.  Muslim  scholars 
controlled  religious  knowledge  through  Arabic  language  and 
literacy  while  the  practitioners  read  memorized  texts  such  as 
the  Quran. 

The  Cultural  and  Social  Context  of  Literacy 
Inherent  in  the  character  of  literacy  is  the  process  of 
communication  within  and  among  communities.^''  Literacy  does 
not  consist  of  just  the  mechanics  of  reading  and  writing. 
Rather,  it  also  encompasses  the  cultural  context  of  what  is 
read  or  what  is  being  written — the  pool  of  knowledge  which  a 
community  shares. ^^  A  shared  general  knowledge  enables  the 
literate  community  to  deal  with  new  ideas,  events,  and 
challenges.^'  In  addition,  the  community's  institutions  define 
the  social  context  of  literacy. ^°  These  include  schools  which 
are  responsible  for  the  acculturation  of  youth  to  their  social 
and  political  responsibilities,^''   Literacy  helps  people  to 


^^Colin  Lankshear  with  Moira  Lawler,  Literacy,  Schooling, 
and  Revolution,  (New  York:   The  Falmer  Press,  1987),  p.  32. 

^  Community  is  defined  by  David  Laitin  (p.  25)  as  a  being 
created  by  the  shared  values  of  a  culture  that  develop  from  a 
particular  configuration  of  internal  and  external  stimuli  that 
lead  to  a  common  filtering  of  information. 

^''Hirsch,  p.  11. 

^°Robinson,  p.  252;  Winterowd  states  that  the  social  basis 
for  literacy  is  grounded  in  the  social  context.  W.  Ross 
Winterowd,  The  Culture  and  Politics  of  Literacy,  (New  York: 
Oxford  University  Press,  1989),  p.  11. 

^''Hirsch  (p.  18)  asserts  that  the  acculturative 
responsibility  of  the  school  is  primary  and  fundamental. 
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exert  control  over  their  lives  and  to  rationalize  decision 
making,  and  it  gives  people  an  equal  power  in  transforming 
social  relations. ^^ 

Spoken  language  represents  the  acquisition  of  knowledge 
and  skills  from  the  direct  communication  and  interaction  of 
personal  experience,  whereas  literacy  represents  a  consumption 
of  information  which  is  indirect  and  mediated  through  written 
language.  In  both,  known  knowledge  and  unknown  knowledge  are 
brought  together.  Although  literacy  was  only  intended  to 
supplement  the  personal  interactions  of  experience,  books  have 
replaced  experience  at  the  heart  of  education,  ^^  Consequently, 
literacy  has  become  a  necessity  of  modern  life.^^  The  ability 
to  read  and  write  is  essential  for  successful  employment, 
upward  social  mobility,  achievement  of  personal  goals,  and 
political  and  social   stability. 

The  function  of  literacy  in  society^^  is  based  upon  the 
varieties  of  reading  and  writing  activities  available  to 
ordinary  people  in  ordinary  circumstances.   Adults  read  and 


^^Michael  Apple,  in  the  "Foreword"  to  Literacy,  schooling 
and  Revolution  Colin  Lankshear  with  Moira  Lawler, (New  York: 
The  Falmer  Press,  1987),  p.  ix. 

^^lad  Godzich,  The  Culture  of  Literacy,  (Cambridge,  MA: 
Harvard  University  Press,  1994),  p.  101. 

^'^John  F.  Szwed,  "The  Ethnography  of  Literacy,"  in 
Perspectives  on  Literacy,  Eugene  R.  Kintgen,  Barry  M.  Kroll, 
and  Mike  Rose,  eds.,  (Carbondale,  IL:  Southern  Illinois 
University  Press,  1988),  p.  303. 

^^According  to  Hirsch  (p.  3),  the  chief  function  of 
literacy  is  to  make  those  who  are  literate  the  masters  of  the 
standard  instrument  of  knowledge  and  communication. 
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write  for  many  types  of  social  purposes.  Literacy  provides 
information  about  the  practical  problems  of  daily  life, 
delivers  information  pertinent  to  social  relations, 
distributes  information  about  local  and  distant  events, 
supports  attitudes  or  ideas,  records  pertinent  information, 
serves  as  an  aid  to  memory,  and  substitutes  for  oral  messages. 
A  "Literacy  Event"  is  any  occasion  when  any  type  of  written 
information  is  central  to  comprehension,  interaction,  and 
interpretation  of  the  text  by  a  literate  reader  or  group  of 
readers.  ^^ 

At  one  point,  discourses  among  interest  groups  may  be 
negotiated  from  positions  of  equality,  but  the  diversity  of 
discourse  allows  for  cultural  manipulation  and  a  resulting 
cultural  inequality.  Particular  forms  of  language  and 
literacy  lose  their  autonomy;  some  move  into  positions  of 
advantage  and  become  dominant. ^^  This  dominant  discourse, 
promoted  by  an  emergent  state  bureaucracy,  mediates  the 
divergent  discourses  of  cultural  pluralism  in  the  confines  of 
a  nation  state.    There  develops  an  official  or  state- 


^'^Shirley  Brice  Heath,  "Protean  Shapes  in  Literacy  Events- 
-Ever-shifting  Oral  and  Literate  Traditions,"  in  Perspectives 
on  Literacy,  Eugene  R.  Kintgen,  Barry  M.  Kroll,  and  Mike  Rose, 
eds.,  (Carbondale,  IL:  Southern  Illinois  University  Press, 
1988),  pp.  350-356. 

^''in  the  case  of  colonial  domination,  the  dominant  group 
is  composed  of  members  from  an  outside  culture  who  impose 
their  specific  forms  of  language  and  literacy  as  a  part  of 
political  domination.  Brian  V.  Street,  "Literacy  and  Social 
Change:  The  Significance  of  Social  Context  in  the  Development 
of  Literacy  Programs,"  in  The  Future  of  Literacy  in  a 
Changing  World,  (Oxford:   Pergamon  Press,  1987),  p.  55. 
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sanctioned  elite  culture  that  represents  the  goals  of  the 
state's  ruling  groups.  The  dominant  culture  is  described  in 
the  public  transcript.  Juxtaposed  to  the  dominant  interest 
group's  official  culture  is  the  unofficial  culture  of  the 
subordinate  interest  groups  whose  individual  identities  are 
banished:  they  are  not  accepted  into  the  official  culture.  ^^ 
The  relationship  between  the  dominant  and  subordinate  interest 
groups  are  most  commonly  experienced  within  the  social 
relations  of  class,  gender,  race/ethnicity,  culture,  and  age.^^ 
Social  and  cultural  literacy,  however,  do  not  reflect 
only  the  interests  of  the  dominant  group.  Dominant  group 
goals  and  values  evolve  from  the  cultural  struggle  between  the 
dominant  and  subordinate  interest  groups.  Intellectuals  from 
the  dominant  interest  group  construct  this  national  culture 
upon  which  the  life  of  a  nation  can  be  designed.  The  dominant 
group  asserts  a  national  culture  based  on  a  national  language 
through  the  state-sponsored  educational  system.  A  national 
culture  and  national  language  are  needed  for  nation  building.^ 
Nations  provide  compulsory  education  and  at  the  elementary 
level  create  a  pool  of  loyal,  literate  citizens  who  can  be 
drafted  into  the  military  and  employed  in  the  governmental 
bureaucracy.   According  to  Michael  Apple,  literacy  can  be  used 


^^Godzich,  pp.  83-95. 
^^Lankshear,  p.  21. 
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^Hirsch,  p.  83 
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to  manipulate  the  existing  relations  among  interest  groups. ^^ 
In  order  to  retain  its  dominant  position,  the  dominant 
interest  group  may  provide  the  subordinate  interest  groups 
with  inferior  education,  so  that  the  subordinate  group  is 
unprepared  for  the  cultural  contest  and  accepts  implicit 
messages  about  the  dominant  group's  superiority.^^ 

For  subordinate  interest  groups,  literacy  constitutes  the 
"language  of  possibilities,"^^  because  it  has  the  potential 
to  be  used  for  bringing  about  change.  There  is  always  a 
tension  between  literacy  as  an  instrument  of  social  control 
and  as  a  vehicle  of  liberation. ^^  Students  from  subordinated 
cultures  can  employ  the  selected  knowledge  contained  in  the 
dominant  discourse  to  empower  themselves  and  to  restructure 
social  relations.  Moreover,  literacy  gives  them  access  to  the 
knowledge  available  beyond  what  the  dominant  interest  group  is 
willing  to  provide  in  its  pre-packaged,  pre-determined  and 
pre-established  discourse. ^^  The  politics  of  literacy  enable 
those  in  the  subordinate  groups  whose  cultures  have  been 


Apple,  p.  ix. 

^^Lankshear,  p.  30. 

"^^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  54. 

^^Judith  Marshall,  Literacy,  Power,  and  Democracy  in 
Mozambique f  (  Boulder,  CO:  Westview  Press,  1993),  p.  2, 
Freire  and  Macedo  (p.  38)  explain  that  education  reproduces 
the  dominant  ideology  while  simultaneously  inculcating 
knowledge  that  negates  that  ideology. 

'^^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  55. 
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marginalized  by  education,  mass  media,  and  economic  production 
to  reclaim  their  cultural  identity.  ^^ 

Literacy  under  Colonialism 
In  the  case  of  colonialism,  governments  representing 
foreign  national  cultures  established  administrative  control 
over  independent  African  cultures.  Under  the  umbrella  of  a 
colonial  administration,  the  government  imposed  its  national 
metropolitan  culture  on  a  heterogeneous  community.  The 
colonial  government  became  the  dominant  interest  group  and 
relegated  the  diverse  African  ethnicities  to  the  role  of 
subordinate  interest  groups.  It  used  state-sponsored  education 
to  redesign  a  national  culture  in  its  own  image  and  in  its  own 
language.^''  Colonial  education  reinforced  the  rights  of 
Europeans  to  govern  by  limiting  the  numbers  of  students 
eligible  for  education  and  by  limiting  the  content  of  that 
education.^  According  to  Freire  and  Macedo,  "colonial  schools 
produced  and  reproduced  class,  gender  and  racial 
inequalities,"^''  as  the  educational  structure  inculcated 
Africans  with  beliefs  that  demeaned  their  language,  culture. 


^^Ihid.,    p.  7. 

^^Colonizers  spent  centuries  trying  to  convince  Africans 
to  choose  a  European  language  because  African  languages  were 
too  "ugly."  Many  of  those  who  later  became  leaders  of 
independence  governments  were  influenced  by  linguistic 
assimilation  and  colonization.  Freire  and  Macedo,   p. 111. 

^^Stone,  p.  91. 

^^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  143. 
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and  history. ''°  Marshal  relates  that  the  school  system  was  the 
key  institution  by  which  the  colonial  state  controlled 
society.  It  constantly  changed  the  process  or  regulating 
class,  race/ethnicity,  gender,  age  and  locations. ^^  The  legacy 
of  colonial  education  was  the  de-Africanization  of  African 
people.  ^^ 

The  colonial  government  spread  literacy  to  incorporate 
European  values  into  the  invention  of  African  cultural 
identities.  Brian  Street  asserts  that  it  instilled  new 
assumptions  about  the  value  of  the  written  word  and  invoked 
profound  changes  in  cultural  identity  and  the  social  basis  of 
knowledge.''-^  The  process  was  so  gradual  and  overtly  non- 
threatening  that  indigenous  cultures  were  not  overwhelmed  by 
culture  shock.  Street  further  states  that  the  transference  of 
literacy  from  the  new  dominant  culture  to  the  subordinate 
cultures  was  more  than  spreading  the  technical  aspects  of 
reading  and  writing.  The  literacy  of  the  new  national  culture 
made  subordinate  cultures  eminently  aware  of  the  dominant 
culture's  power. ^^  Literacy  became  a  part  of  the  much  wider 
process  of  domination.  Its  practice  in  administration, 
bureaucracy,    and   religion   consolidated   the   colonial 


^°Ibid.,    p.  143. 
'"'Marshall,  p.  17. 
^^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  142. 
"^Street,  pp.  50-51. 
''^Street,  p.  50. 
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government's  authority  over  the  subordinate  groups.  The 
imposition  of  a  foreign  based  culture  met  with  a  refusal  to 
become  literate  by  many  members  of  the  subordinate  group. ^^ 
Freire  and  Macedo  assert  that  this  act  of  resistance  meant  a 
refusal  to  learn  the  specific  cultural  codes  and  competencies 
valued  by  the  dominant  culture. ^^ 

In  French  Guinea,  for  example,  the  use  of  the  French  as 
the  language  of  instruction  began  the  process  of  deculturation 
in  the  elementary  school.  Students  who  learned  about  the 
superiority  of  French  language  and  culture  showed  disdain  for 
their  mother  tongue  and  ridiculed  the  rural  life-style  and 
rural  methods  of  earning  a  living. ^^  As  students  advanced 
through  the  school  system  and  to  jobs  in  the  civil  service 
which  required  only  minimal  skills,  their  French  acculturation 
elevated  them  to  the  status  of  evolue.''^  That  acculturation, 
however,  did  not  buy  them  assimilation,  although  it  lost  them 
cultural  continuity.  Freire  and  Macedo  explain  that  colonial 
schools  deculturated  Africans  while  acculturating  them  to  a 


''^Laitin,  p.  50. 


'^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  13. 

^Citing  the  observations  of  A.  Colot  in  Dakar,  Laitin  (p. 
52)  relates  that  teaching  a  student  in  a  foreign  language  in 
primary  school  has  the  effect  of  "a  brutal  rupture  of  his 
family  life." 

^^he  term  evolue  is  defined  by  Patrick  Manning  as  a  small 
but  important  group  of  Africans  devoted  to  education  and 
acculturation  so  that  they  could  achieve  citizenship  and  full 
political  rights.  Patrick  Manning,  Francophone  Sub-Saharan 
Africa  1880-1985,  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press, 
1988),  p.  60. 
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pre-defined  colonial  model.  They  educated  a  labor  force  of 
low-level  and  managers  whose  job  was  the  promotion  and 
maintenance  of  the  status  quo.'''  These  educated  Africans 
believed  that  they  were  "white"  and  superior  to  the 
"peasants.  "^° 

The  Social  Uses  of  Literacy  in  Guinea^s  First  Republic 
As  the  successor  state  to  the  colonial  government, 
Guinea's  First  Republic  attempted  to  create  a  national  culture 
with  French  as  the  official  language. ^^  Macedo  observes  that 
national  leaders  of  newly  independent  African  countries  often 
chose  the  European  language  because  of  its  international 
status  and  its  attendant  guarantees  of  upward  mobility. ^^  The 
single  dominant  language,  the  language  of  power,  was  the 
official  one  for  education,   administration,   and  cultural 


^^Graff,  p.  28. 

^°Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  143;  Marshall  (pp.  107-108) 
observes  that  the  choice  of  one  Mozambican  language  would  have 
privileged  one  ethnic  group  and  marginalized  the  others.  To 
avoid  this,  they  chose  the  European  language  as  the  official 
language . 

^^An  official  language  is  defined  here  as  any  language, 
even  a  foreign  colonial  language,  that  has  been  chosen  by  the 
government  for  formal  use  in  government,  education,  or 
business  while  a  national  language  is  an  indigenous  language 
which  has  been  similarly  appointed  by  the  national  government 
for  formal  use.  Julia  R.  Van  Dyken,  "The  Role  of  Languages  of 
Minority  groups  for  literacy  and  Education  in  Africa," 
African  Studies  Review,  Volume  33,  No  3,  1990,  pp.  40-41. 

^^Freire  and  Macedo,  p.  117. 
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life.^^  National  government  and  international  diplomacy, 
official  and  unofficial  communication  through  the  media,  and 
the  business  of  the  internal  and  external  economies  were 
conducted  in  the  official  language.  The  perpetuation  of 
French  as  the  official  language  was  supported  by  bureaucrats 
and  elites  whose  command  of  the  language  placed  them  in  a 
position  of  power  over  those  who  did  not  have  such  a  command.^ 
Guinea's  population  was  willing  to  use  a  language  other  than 
the  individual  maternal  languages  if  it  fulfilled  economic  and 
social  goals. ^^  The  government  proposed  to  draft  the  general 
population  into  the  planned  social  order  over  which  it  had 
control  through  the  state-sponsored  educational  system.  It 
envisioned  using  literacy  as  an  instrument  for  building  upon 
the  fragile  unified  consciousness  that  had  brought  all  the 
ethnic  groups  together  in  the  defeat  of  colonialism.  Social 
literacy  would  mold  a  wholly  "Guinean"  citizenry  educated  to 
support  the  values,  attitudes,  and  beliefs  that  would  support 
the  country's  newly  forming  socialist  economy  and  to  support 
the  government  by  possessing  the  modern  practical  skills  of 
reading  and  writing  to  fulfill  their  place  in   the  state. 

The  promotion  of  a  national  culture  through  an  official 
language  failed  in  Guinea  because  deep  local  loyalties,  which 


Laitin,  p.  ix. 

^''Laitin  (p.  79)  asserts  that  the  status  of  European 
languages  has  to  do  with  the  economic  pay-off  for  those  who 
possess  the  skills. 

^^Laitin,  pp.  42-43  and  52. 
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were  recognized  by  the  simultaneous  promotion  of  the  maternal 
language^^  as  the  language  of  instruction  at  the  local  and 
regional  levels. ^^  First,  this  policy  fragmented  the 
"national"  cultural  order  by  focusing  on  a  return  to  African 
roots.  Instead  of  forging  a  single  culture,  it  promoted  the 
individuality  of  the  subordinate  cultures.  Secondly,  because 
the  government  was  unable  to  provide  universal  elementary  and 
secondary  education  to  the  entire  population,  it  created  a  gap 
between  those  who  knew  the  local  language  and  those  who 
commanded  the  official  language.  Those  who  had  mastered  the 
official  language  became  part  of  the  elite  which  had  re-formed 
itself  at  the  time  of  Guinea's  independence.  The  small  French- 
speaking  elite  found  itself  opposed  by  a  general  population 
who  resented  the  fact  that  they  were  illiterate  in  the 
official  language.  ^^  That  resentment  smoldered  until  the 
founding  of  the  Second  Republic  in  1984,  when  the  "National 


^Sekou  Toure  instituted  the  "National  Language  Program" 
in  1968  the  focus  of  which  was  the  promotion  of  education  in 
the  maternal  language.  The  mother  tongues  were  the  language 
of  instruction  for  primary  and  elementary  schools  and  the 
official  language  French  was  the  language  of  instruction  at 
the  secondary  and  college  level. 

^''in  1953,  UNESCO  proclaimed  the  importance  of  the 
maternal  language  in  education.  Van  Dyken,  p.  41. 

^According  to  Van  Dyken  (pp.  44-45),  those  who  recognized 
the  intrinsic  value  of  education  in  the  maternal  language  were 
outnumbered  by  those  who  saw  the  consequent  imbalance  of 
opportunities  available  to  those  who  were  not  also  literate  in 
the  official  language. 
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Language  Policy"  was  overturned.^''  Under  the  Second  and  Third 
Republics  of  Lansana  Conte,  French  is  still  the  official 
language  of  Guinea,  and  it  is  once  again  the  language  of 
instruction.  Guineans  view  French  as  the  language  of 
instruction,  the  ethnic  equalizer  that,  no  matter  the  level  of 
education,  will  enable  the  individual  to  achieve  upward  social 
mobility.  And,  in  search  of  that  upward  mobility,  individuals 
in  the  educational  system  aspire  to  white  collar  jobs.  Since 
the  late  1980s,  however,  the  country's  economic  difficulties 
have  made  it  difficult  for  most  Guineans  who  have  graduated 
from  the  lycees  and  universities  to  find  jobs. 

The  Social  Uses  of  N'ko  Literacy 
When  Souleymane  Kante  invented  the  N'ko  alphabet,  some 
Mande  speakers  were  literate  in  Arabic  and  others  in  French. 
The  social  uses  of  literacy  for  those  who  controlled  religious 
knowledge  through  Arabic  centered  on  the  creation  and 
maintenance  of  the  religious  social  order.  The  social  uses  of 
literacy  for  those  who  acquired  French  as  the  official 
government  language  of  Guinea  centered  on  the  creation  of  a 
favorable  political  and  social  order.  Souleymane  Kante 
designed  his  alphabet  to  take  back  from  the  special  interests 


^^Laitin  (p.  93)  states  that  in  1984,  the  Comite  de 
Redressment  National  made  the  "National  Language  Program"  the 
scapegoat  for  the  educational  and  economic  failures  of  the 
First  Republic.  The  military  junta  returned  French  as  the 
national  language  and  the  language  of  instruction. 
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the  control  over  knowledge  and  place  it  in  the  hands  of  the 
general  Mande-speaking  population  for  their  social  liberation. 

As  a  means  for  social  liberation,  literacy  brought  about 
individual  improvement  thus  empowering  literate  individuals  to 
participate  within  the  community.  In  the  realm  of  local 
knowledge,  one  social  use  of  N'ko  literacy  has  been  the 
standardization  and  distribution  of  local  knowledge.  Mande 
speakers  have  collected,  recorded,  and  preserved  local 
knowledge  since  1949  when  dissemination  of  the  alphabet  began. 
Those  who  write  N'ko  have  shared  that  knowledge  with  all 
others  in  the  general  Mande-speaking  population.  In  this 
way,  literacy  has  legitimated  local  forms  of  knowledge.  Local 
knowledge  has  been  elevated  to  the  same  status  as  the  modern 
knowledge  which  is  recorded  in  French  or  Arabic. 

The  translation  of  religious,  political,  technological, 
and  scientific  materials  into  N'ko  has  made  foreign  knowledge 
more  accessible  to  Mande  speakers.  At  the  same  time,  it  has 
expanded  understanding  of  that  knowledge  by  providing  a 
translation  in  the  maternal  language.  Souleymane  Kante 
advised  Mande  speakers  to  learn  all  three  literacies,  but  to 
learn  the  written  form  of  Mande  in  N'ko  for  a  pure 
understanding  of  what  they  possessed  imperfectly  in  the  other 
languages  and  literacies.  He  reasoned  that  Mande  speakers 
would  more  easily  retain  the  knowledge  that  they  learned  in 
N'ko;  they  would  become  better  Muslims  because  they  truly 
understood  the  works  of  the  prophet,  and  they  would  have 
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better   access   to   modern   technological   and   scientific 
information  without  depending  upon  a  foreign  language. 

Conclusion 
Identity,  literacy,  and  nationalism  interact  in  the 
ongoing  process  of  cultural  definition  and  redefinition.  In 
the  case  of  Guinea's  Maninka  speakers,  it  has  produced  a 
literacy  movement  that  portends  the  overcoming  of  an  inertia 
spawned  by  colonial  and  neo-colonial  subordination.  The 
invention  of  the  N'ko  alphabet  and  the  grassroots  literacy 
movement  that  followed  inspired  the  Maninka  cultural  revival 
in  Guinea.  Among  the  Maninka  and  other  Mande  speakers,  the 
cultural  revival  has  produced  the  vision  of  an  "imagined" 
community  of  all  Mande  speakers  who  can  share  knowledge 
through  the  maternal  language  and  literacy.  The  Maninka  see 
themselves  in  a  stewardship  role  using  the  N'ko  alphabet  to 
draw  together  the  Mande  nation  into  a  coherent  cultural  whole. 
At  present,  the  Mande  nation  exists  beyond  any  set  of 
cartographer's  borders.  Some  Maninka  speakers  hope  to 
accomplish  a  cultural  unification  from  which  a  future 
political  movement  can  emerge. 


CHAPTER  3 
MANDE  CENTRAL 


"...  Mali  had  fallen   under  the   domination   of  a  new  master    . 
II 

Sundiata;   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 

This  chapter  examines  the  process  by  which  the  Mande 
speakers  created  and  re-created  their  cultural  identity,  by 
repeatedly  reinterpreting  their  heroic/historic  past  and  by 
reordering  the  world  of  their  intellectuals.  It  offers  a 
broad  interpretation  of  the  relationship  between  historical 
events  and  the  construction  of  Mande  identity  over  seven 
hundred  and  fifty  years.  It  tries  to  hear  the  echoes  of  Mande 
voices,  made  distant  over  time,  and  to  interpret  the  changing 
dynamics  of  language.  It  does  so  with  special  attention  to 
the  language  dynamics  of  the  mid-twentieth  century,  when  the 
Maninka-speaking  people  of  Guinea  took  up  the  leadership  role 
in  creating  indigenous  Mande  literacy  as  a  weapon  for 
achieving  overall  Mande  cultural  unity. 

Although  this  chapter  describes  the  overall  ongoing 
evolution  of  Mande  identity  on  a  broad  scale,  it  focuses  on 
the  town  of  Kankan  in  particular  because  this  is  the  community 
which  spawned  the  creator  of  indigenous  Mande  literacy  and 
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because  this  is  the  community  from  which  the  alphabet  has  been 
formally  disseminated  J  The  chapter  portrays  the  images  of 
Mande  cultural  identity  which  came  into  focus  as  various  sets 
of  cultural  values  were  absorbed.  It  recognizes  that  Mande 
speakers  are  not  a  homogeneous  population.  Although  the 
region's  Mande  speakers  have  been  heavily  Islamized,  not  all 
Mande  speakers  are  Muslims.  While  the  population  of  Kankan 
and  Haute  Guinee,  Republic  of  Guinea,  are  predominantly 
Muslim,  many  Mande  speakers  across  the  border  in  Mali  are  not. 
Muslim  and  non-Muslim  Mande  speakers  have  been  forced  into 
cultural  adaptations  as  they  have  exchanged  roles  of  political 
dominance . 

Pre-Colonial  Intellectuals 

In  the  precolonial  past,  griots  known  by  many  Mande 

speakers  as  jell,    acted  as  a  group  of  cultural  intellectuals 

within   the  cadre  of  Mande  intellectuals.^   They  constructed 

Mande  cultural  identity  around  the  Mande  language  and  a  rich 


^Although  the  dissemination  of  the  alphabet  begins  in 
Cote  d'lvoire,  those  first  disseminators  were  Maninka-speaking 
merchants  from  Haute  Guinee.  Later  the  formal  point  of 
dissemination  is  Kankan. 

^Patrick  R.  McNaughton  explains  that  these  indigenous 
intellectuals  possess  technical  expertise  and  special 
attributes  replete  with  mysterious  spiritual  power.  Thus,  the 
Nyamakala  have  a  major  role  in  the  practice  of  Mande  religion. 
They  possess  an  energy  that  binds  a  society  to  its  mores.  In 
the  construction  of  the  word  Nyamakala,  Nyama  means  energy  and 
Kala  means  handle,  thus  the  Nyamakala  are  "handles  of  power, 
points  of  access  to  the  energy  of  the  universe.".  The  Mande 
Blacksmiths:  Knowledge,  Power,  and  Art  in  West  Africa, 
(Bloomington,  IN:   Indiana  University  Press,  1988),  pp.  4-19. 
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heroic/historic  past.  The  role  of  the  jeli  was  that  of  the 
guardian  of  their  heritage.-^  The  jeii  preserved  Mande  history 
and  culture  by  orally  transmitting  significant  stories  from 
the  past  about  events,  decisions,  families,  and  individuals  as 
well  as  legends,  religious  conventions,  mores,  and  cultural 
expectations.^  Their  monopoly  on  cultural  knowledge  coupled 
with  their  exclusive  control  over  the  selection  and 
presentation  of  that  knowledge  made  them  a  powerful  force  in 
society.^  The  jeli  strengthened  Mande  cultural  identity  in 
two  distinct  ways.  First  they  inculcated  Mande  culture  among 
the  Mande  by  constantly  reinforcing  cultural  knowledge. 
Secondly,  they  proselytized  non-Mande  speakers  who  were 
associated  with  or  dominated  by  the  Mande.  According  to  Mande 
scholar  Patrick  McNaughton,  "They  manipulate  the  details  of 
history  to  motivate  their  audiences.  .  .  .to  inspire  the  Mande 
citizenry,  to  fill  people  with  the  desire  to  live  up  to  their 
potential  so  that  society  remains  solid  and  vital . "^  Another 
regional  historian,  George  Brooks,  writes  that  the  jeli   helped 


^P.  Humblot,  one  of  Kankan's  colonial  administrators, 
observed  that  the  jeli  acted  as  conservators  of  oral 
literature  and  Mande  musical  arts  in  "Kankan:  Metropole  de  la 
Haute-Guinee, "  L'Afrigue  Fran^aise:  Renseiqnements  Coloniaux 
et  Documents,  No.  6,  juin  1921,  p.  139. 

^Charles  S.  Bird,  in  "Oral  Art  in  the  Mande,"  Papers  on 
the  Manding,  ed.  Carleton  T.  Hodge  ( Bloomington,  Indiana: 
Indiana  University  Press,  1971),  p.  17. 

^Humblot  (p.  139)  commented  that  jeli  garnered  an 
important  position  in  the  community. 

■^Bird,  p.  6. 
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to  create  and  articulate  the  Mande  "heroic  age,"  to 
celebrate  political  and  military  prowess,  and  to  explain  and 
rationalize  social  and  cultural  patterns.^  They  used  this 
knowledge  of  the  past  to  mediate  the  present. 

The  jeli  controlled  knowledge  by  manipulating  language — 
the  Mande  language.  They  preserved  the  knowledge  of  the 
heroic  past  and  orally  promulgated  that  knowledge  through 
their  command  of  Mande  languages.  The  Sundiata  epic^  is  an 
example  of  an  orally  transmitted  tradition  which  explains  how 
the  Empire  of  Mali  was  established  as  a  result  of  Sundiata's 
defeat  of  the  Susu  Empire.  In  the  epic  of  Sundiata,  Sundiata's 
jeli  assigns  identity  according  to  spoken  language,  those  who 
are  Mande  are  "...  all  the  sons  of  Mali  .  .  .  all  those  who 
say  'N'ko',  all  who  speak  the  clear  language  of  Mali  .  .  .  .  "' 
The  jeii  enjoyed  a  unique  place  in  society.  They  were  second 
only  to  traders  in  spreading  language.  ^°  Since  writing  did  not 
exist  among  the  Mande  during  this  period,  the  contest  over  the 


''George  E.  Brooks,  Landlords  and  Strangers:  Ecology, 
Society,  and  Trade  in  Western  Africa  1000-1630,  (Boulder, 
Colorado:   Westview  Press,  1993)  p.  43. 

^I  am  using  the  version  of  the  oral  tradition  as 
recorded  by  Djibril  Tamsir  Niane. 

''ojibril  Tamsir  Niane  follows  the  word  'N'ko'  with 
footnote  number  61  which  says,  "  'N'ko'  means  'I  say'  in 
Mandingo.  The  Mandingoes  like  to  distinguish  themselves  from 
other  peoples  by  their  language.  For  them,  Mandingo  is  the 
'Kan  gbe'  (clear  language  par  excellence)  .  All  those  who  say 
'N'ko'  are,  in  theory,  Mandingoes.  Sundiata:  An  Epic  of  Old 
Mali,  Translated  by  G.D.  Pickett  (Longman  Group,  Ltd.,  1960), 
pp.  55,  93. 

^°Brooks,  p.  106. 
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acquisition  and  control  of  knowledge  revolved  around  its  oral 
transmission  as  opposed  to  a  later  time  when  the  contest  would 
be  over  its  written  transmission.  Mande  was  the  only  language 
of  power;  Mande  speakers  needed  no  other  language  to  function 
in  society  J^  Mande  languages  were  spoken  by  the  Mande  and 
adopted  by  the  people  they  conquered  or  by  those  with  whom 
they  traded.  It  dominated  all  facets  of  social  discourse — 
political/administrative,  religious,  and  economic.  Mande 
languages  have  dominated  this  portion  of  West  Africa's 
commercial  network^^  because  many  major  West  African  trade 
routes  passed  through  Mande-speaking  communities.  These 
routes  connected  the  desert,  sahel,  savanna,  and  the  forest.''^ 
While  the  major  Mande  occupation  was  agriculture,  many  Mande 
speakers  were  engaged  in  commerce,  either  as  a  full-time  or  as 
a  dry-season  profession. 

Kankan  developed  as  a  savanna  trade  town  astride  the 
trade  routes  running  from  the  forest  through  the  savanna  to 
the  desert.  ^^   At  Kankan,  the  overland  trade  route  from  the 


^^These  images  portraying  the  hegemony  of  Mande  speakers 
in  the  region  is  my  synthesis  of  the  works  by  Mande  scholars 
and  interviews  with  Mande  speakers. 

^^The  Hausa  language  dominates  the  commercial  network 
farther  east  beyond  the  Francophone/Mande  fringes  in  northern 
Nigeria. 

''^Odile  Goerg,  "La  Guinee,  "  L'Afriqe  Occidentale  au  temps 
des  Fran9ais  Colonisateurs  et  Colonises  (c . 1860-1960 ) , 
Catherine  Coquery-vidrovitch  with  Odile  Goerg, (Paris: 
Editions  la  Decouverte,  1992)  p.  340. 

^^Kefing  Conde,  Professor  of  History  at  Gamal  Abdel  Nasser 
University  in  Conakry  and  an  expert  on  the  history  of  Kankan 
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forest  to  the  desert  met  the  Niger  River  trade  route  at  the 
Milo  River,  one  of  its  tributaries.^^  Kankan  derived  its 
importance  from  its  riverine  position  where  it  brokered  the 
trade  going  to  and  coming  from  the  Sankaran  and  the  trade 
going  to  and  coming  from  Kouroussa  on  the  Niger  River  J^ 
Brooks  identifies  the  principal  long-distance  traders  as  Mande 
speakers  J^  Non-Mande  speakers  learned  the  Mande  language  to 
communicate  in  the  market  place;  and  during  periods  of  Mande 
dominance,  the  jeli  promulgated  Mande  culture,  history,  and 
government  within  the  expanding  community.  Kankan  maintain 
the  title  of  chief  town  in  the  region  of  the  southern  Soudan 
until  1894  when  trade  patterns  shifted  to  Bissandougou  and 
Siguiri .  ^^ 

Packed  into  trade  caravans  arriving  from  the  Maghreb, 
Islam  penetrated  the  Mande  world  beginning  in  the  seventh 
century.  Long  distance  traders  on  the  north  to  south  gold- 
salt  trade  route  are  credited  with  the  diffusion  of  Islam  into 
West  Africa.  Over  time  Islam  spread  to  the  towns  situated 
along  the  trade  routes  dominated  by  the  Mali  Empire.   The  new 


from  the  sixteenth  to  the  nineteenth  centuries;  Capitaine 
Binger  identified  the  individual  routes  that  passed  through 
Kankan  in  Du  Niger  au  Golfe  de  Guinee  par  le  Pays  de  Kong  et 
le  Mossi  (1887-1889),  Tome  I,  (Paris:  Librairie  Hachette,  et 
Cie.,  1892),  p.  131. 

''^Brooks,  pp.  49-57,  60,  69. 

''^Capitaine  Binger,  pp.  128-129. 

"Brooks,  p.  55. 

''^umblot,   p.  153. 
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religion  gained  many  converts,  because  Mande  speakers  were 
impressed  with  the  knowledge  and  wealth  possessed  by  the 
traders.  Others  may  have  embraced  Islam  as  a  new  religion 
during  periods  of  ecological  insecurities  such  as  drought  and 
famine.  The  number  of  Muslim  converts  increased  in  trade 
towns  like  Kankan  because  trade  provided  the  financial  support 
necessary  to  free  Muslim  scholars  to  educate  the  next 
generation.""  As  Arab  traders  Islamized  the  Mande  world, 
Arabic  accompanied  by  the  Arabic  script  became  the  language  of 
religious  power.  Local  officials  embraced  the  potential  power 
held  in  the  written  word.  Arabic  literacy  dominated  the  realms 
of  religion  and  administration,  while  an  unwritten  Mande 
remained  the  language  of  trade  and  the  vernacular. 

The  jeli  eased  the  transitions  that  occurred  as  cultural 
accommodations  were  made  under  the  duress  caused  by  the  making 
and  remaking  of  West  African  empires.  They  harmonized  the  new 
belief  system  within  the  context  of  Mande  cultural  identity  by 
incorporating  Islam  into  the  Mande  heroic  past.^°  The  jeli 
were  joined  in  the  cadre  of  Mande  intellectuals  by  those  who 
were  Muslims  and  literate  in  Arabic,  the  marabouts.  These 
religious  leaders  profited  from  the  West  African's  cultural 
response  of  incorporating  diversity  presented  by  new  members 


^^Brooks,    pp.     115-116. 

^°Humblot     (p.      139)     recounted     the     blend     of     indigenous 
African    and    Islamic    culture. 
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of  the  community .^^  Many  marabouts  added  the  knowledge  of 
African  healing  arts  to  their  own  compendium  of  medical 
information.  Trade  communities  depended  upon  Muslims  for 
healing,  official  political  and  diplomatic  correspondence,  and 
commercial  accounting  and  correspondence.^^ 

In  Kankan,  these  Islamic  Mande  intellectuals  were  the 
Maninka-Mory .^^  The  Kaba  family  represents  one  of  the 
principal  marabout  families  who  moved  into  the  region  of  the 
Bate  around  1550  (see  Figure  3).^^  The  Kaba  family  has  been 
credited  with  bringing  Islam  to  the  region  despite  the  fact 
that  Islam  had  been  practiced  in  Bate  communities  before  their 
arrival. ^^  Not  only  were  they  marabouts,  but  they  also  brought 
with  them  the  rich  Sarakolle  heritage  in  trade.  Thus,  Kankan 
grew  into  a  commercial  metropolis  more  quickly  than  if  it  had 
been  left  alone  to  evolve  on  the  trade  route.   Guinean 


^''Brooks,  p.  116. 
^^Ijbid.  ,  p.  117. 


^efing  Conde  says  that  the  Maninka-Mory  were  originally 
Sarakolles  from  the  Ghana  Empire.  They  came  from  Djafunun. 
The  term  originates  from  "Maninka  la  mory"  or  "Marabouts  des 
Maninka"  which  became  the  contraction  Maninka-Mory.  Humblot 
(p.  137)  described  the  origins  of  the  Maninka-mory  as 
Diafonou.  The  ancestors  were  Soninke-speaking  Muslims  who 
settled  in  Kankan  through  small,  successive  migrations, 

^^Kefing  Conde. 

^^Fapoutan  Tounkara,  "La  Societe  traditionnelle  Maninka 
face  au  Christianisme  (du  XIXe  siecle  a  1 ' Independance 
Guineenne  1958),"  Memoire,  Universite  Julius  Nyerere  de 
Kankan,  October  6,  1990,  p.  13. 
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Figure  3:  KANKAN ' S  LOCATION  IN  THE  SAVANNA  with  an  insert  of 
the  region  known  as  the  Bate  (adapted  from  Michael 
Kwamena-Poh,  John  Tosh,  Richard  Waller,  and  Michael 
Tidy,  eds.,  African  History  in  Maps.  [London: 
Longman  Group,  Ltd.,  1982],  p.  34;  and  Djibril 
Tamsir  Niane  and  Ibrahima  Kakc,  Histoire  de  la 


Guince ,   3e  et  4e  Annces   [Dakar: 
Editions  Africaines,  1986],  p.  74.) 
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historian  Kefing  Conde  defined  Kankan's  role  as  that  of 
intermediary  between  the  savanna  and  the  forest. ^^ 

The  Maninka-Mory  swelled  the  ranks  of  the  heretofore 
restricted  set  of  those  controlling  knowledge  through  the 
medium  of  language.  They  joined  the  jeli  in  constructing  a 
value-based,  Mande  identity  for  what  had  become  a  mixed 
society.^''  Eventually,  the  Islamic  discourse  became  a  major 
influence  in  the  construction  of  identity  because  the 
marabouts  had  proselytized  the  next  generations  through 
Quranic  education.  Kankan  and  its  environs  became  renowned 
for  the  quantity  and  the  quality  of  its  Islamic  schools. ^^ 
Literacy  in  the  language  of  power,  Arabic,  became  an 
altogether  new  feature  of  cultural  identity  which  acted  as  a 
catalyst  in  a  slightly  different  way.  Literacy  altered  the 
Mande  conceptualization  of  time  and  space.  The  fixed  calendar 
and  the  division  of  the  day  into  prayer  times  regularized 
time,  and  new  graphic  techniques  altered  the  approach  to 
spatial  relationships,  such  as  measuring,  numbering, 
recording,  and  repeating  observations.^^ 


^^Kefing  Conde. 

^''Humblot  (p.  139)  indicated  that  the  marabouts  held  an 
increasingly  important  role  in  the  community. 

^^Boundiala  Conde,  "L'Universite  traditionnelle  Coranique 
de  Kankan  des  origines  a  1 'implantation  coloniale,"  Memoire, 
Julius  Nyerere  University  of  Kankan,  1992,  pp.  19-21. 

^'jack  Goody,  "The  Impact  of  Islamic  Writing  on  the  Oral 
Cultures  of  West  Africa,"  Cahiers  d'Etudes  Africaines,  11, 
1971,  pp.  460-461. 
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Quranic  school  students  who  became  Quranic  scholars 
learned  Arabic  at  a  higher  level  of  literacy  than  their 
brethren  who  only  memorized  the  Quran  and  their  prayers. ■'° 
The  Quranic  scholars  not  only  read  but  they  also  interpreted 
and  explained  religious  works.  Literacy  in  Arabic  also  gave 
them  an  access  to  the  sum  of  accumulated  Arab  knowledge 
recorded  in  history,  literature,  and  the  sciences.  For  those 
literate  in  Arabic,  however,  communication  in  a  second 
language  resulted  in  the  alteration  of  their  indigenously 
constructed  thought  processes.-'^  This  problem  manifested 
itself  as  a  difficulty  in  internalizing  data  learned  in  the 
second  language  and  as  a  difficulty  in  expressing  original 
thought  in  the  second  language.  For  students  whose  language  of 
instruction  was  not  their  mother  tongue,  second  language 
communication  posed  obstacles  to  understanding.  Those 
conversant  with  and  literate  in  Arabic  controlled  the 
dissemination  of  religious  knowledge.    When  the  French 


^°According  to  Jeanne  S.  Chall's  levels  of  literacy 
discussed  in  Chapter  2,  stage  two  literacy  represents  the 
ability  to  read  familiar  and  memorized  texts.  By  this 
definition,  students  who  memorized  the  Quran  and  could  "read" 
it  because  reading  memorized  text  is  considered  literate, 
albeit  at  a  lower  stage  of  literacy  than  someone  who  is  by 
today's  definition  functionally  literate  in  Arabic,  i.e.  at 
level  three.  Cited  by  Daniel  P.  Resnick  and  Lauren  B. 
Resnick,  "The  Nature  of  Literacy:  An  Historical  Exploration," 
Harvard  Educational  Review,  vol.  47,  no.  3,  1977,  pp.  383-384. 

^Valter  J.  Ong,  "Reading,  Technology,  and  Human 
Consciousness,"  in  Literacy  as  a  Human  Problem,  ed.  James  C. 
Raymond.  (Tuscaloosa:  University  of  Alabama  Press,  1982), 
p. 174-177;  Germain  Doualamou,  Lanques  Guineennes  et  Education, 
(Paris:   UNDP,  1980),  p.  20. 
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arrived,  Mande-speakers  who  were  Muslim  and  literate  in  Arabic 
represented  a  large  portion  of  Mande  speakers  in  West  Africa. 

Cultural  accommodations  were  not  so  easy  as  the  Mande 
speakers  were  propelled  forward  through  the  nineteenth  century 
and  into  the  colonial  era.  The  Mande-speaking  community, 
however,  endured  the  stress  applied  by  many  different  factors. 
Significant  commercial  changes  occurred  as  the  result  of  the 
shift  from  the  slave  trade  to  legitimate  trade  early  in  the 
nineteenth  century.  Although  commodities  changed,  the  trade 
routes  continued  to  operate  as  they  had  in  the  past.  European 
attempts  to  redirect  trade  away  from  the  north-south  trade 
route  to  the  coast  had  little  effect  on  the  existing  Mande 
trade  network  which  was  connected  to  the  coast  by  the  forest. 

In  the  latter  half  of  the  nineteenth  century,  Mande 
empire-builder  Samori  Toure  consolidated  many  Mande  speakers 
under  his  rule.  Taking  the  title  Almami ,  Samori  created  a 
West  African  empire  in  which  he  actively  promoted  and 
supported  Islam.  He  created  schools  to  re-educate  those 
conquered  peoples  who  had  not  been  among  the  faithful. 
Students  from  throughout  the  empire  were  funnelled  into  the 
schools  in  and  around  Kankan.-'^   Samori  negotiated  a  mutual 


'^Students  were  allocated  according  to  region:  300 
hundred  to  Kankan  and  over  100  to  Soumankoyin  according  to 
interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  an  interview  with 
Souleymane  Kante's  brothers,  the  story  about  Souleymane 
Kante's  father  being  transplanted  to  Soumankoyin  from  Segou  in 
what  is  now  Mali,  reflects  Samori's  role  in  the  redistribution 
of  students;  Interview  26,  April  26,  1993;  and  in  group 
interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 


76 

defense  treaty  with  the  Maninka-Mory  of  Kankan  in  a  pact  based 
on  their  mutual  interest  in  the  conversion  of  all  non-Muslims 
in  the  region.  However,  Kankan  refused  to  aid  Samori  in  his 
attack  against  Serebourema  Cisse-'^  because  Cisse  was  a  Muslim 
of  Sarakolle  origin.  Samori  then  turned  his  war  machine  on 
Kankan,  conquering  it  in  1881.  Karamo  Daye  Kaba,  ancestor  of 
the  ruling  Kabas  of  Kankan  today, ^^  sought  out  the  French  and 
invited  them  to  Kankan  to  oust  its  oppressor. ^^ 

Mande  Intellectuals  during  the  Colonial  Era 
European  empire  builders  inflicted  their  rule  on  the 
Mande  speakers  in  the  nineteenth  century.  They  attempted  to 
control  trade  within  newly-imposed,  artificial  boundaries. 
Despite  this,  the  trade  networks  maintained  their  fluidity  and 
flowed  along  established  routes  that  passed  through  British- 
controlled  Sierra  Leone  and  independent  Liberia.  European 
languages  usurping  political  and  administrative  power  did  not 
affect  the  trade  in  the  interior.  Europeans  were  truly  unable 
to  capture  the  interior  trade  because  the  Mande-speaking 
trade  diaspora  operated  the  trade  networks.  Lines  of 
communication  and  commerce  were  dominated  by  Mande-speaking 


■'^Person  records  this  name  as  Sere-Brema. 

^^A  descendant  of  Kankan  royalty  and  the  current  Chief  of 
the  Kaba  family  and  of  the  Timbo  Quarter,  related  the  story 
that  has  been  passed  down.  Interview  06,  March  4,  1993,  in 
Kankan.  At  eighty-four  years  of  age,  he  belonged  to  the  first 
generation  to  hear  the  story  from  the  actual  participants. 


'Kefing  Conde, 
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merchants  living  in  the  diaspora.  Language  made  them  invisible 
as  they  entered  and  exited  local  communities  and  trade  towns 
without  detection. 

Merchants  from  Kankan  moved  across  the  artificial 
colonial  borders  with  regularity  and  with  impunity. ^^  A  good 
illustration  of  population  movement  is  the  story  of 
Souleymane  Kante's  trip  to  Cote  d'lvoire  in  1942.  The  French 
had  closed  the  border  crossings  on  the  main  roads  because  of 
war.  Seeing  that  the  French  were  imprisoning 
travelers/traders,  Kante  and  his  students  traveled  the  back 
roads.  Each  night,  they  stayed  with  an  imam  or  a  teacher  in 
a  small  village.  For  thirty-five  days,  the  small  group 
walked  from  Soumankoyin-Kolonin,  Guinea,    to  Bouake,  Cote 


^^The  following  informants  are  merchants  who  have 
documented  some  of  the  time  that  they  spent  within  the  trade 
network.  The  merchants  in  group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993, 
in  Karifamoriah,  spent  time  in  1949  in  Cote  d'lvoire  and  time 
in  1959  in  Dakar.  In  interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in 
Kankan,  the  informant  spent  time  in  1949  in  Cote  d'lvoire  and 
time  in  1955  in  Sierra  Leone.  In  interview  20,  April  7,  1993, 
in  Kankan,  this  informant  spent  1940-1945  in  Bamako,  Mali, 
and  then  in  1952  he  spent  time  in  Cote  d'lvoire.  In  interview 
29,  May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  spent  time  in  1948 
in  Mali,  time  in  1949  in  Cote  d'lvoire,  1954-1955  in  Ghana, 
and  time  in  1956  in  Lome,  Togo  and  Cotonou,  Benin.  In 
interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  spent 
time  in  1941  in  Bamako,  Mali,  and  in  Dakar,  Senegal,  and  time 
in  1955  in  Sierra  Leone.  In  group  interview  33,  May  8,  1993, 
in  Kankan,  one  member  spent  time  in  1942  in  Bamako,  Mali, 
time  in  1944  in  Mopti,  Mali,  and  twenty  years  in  Bobo 
Dioulasso,  Burkina  Faso  beginning  in  1947.  In  group  interview 
43,  May  18,  1993,  one  member  spent  1930-1935  in  Sierra  Leone, 
1946-1952  in  Cote  d'lvoire,  and  1953-1954  in  Senegal.  In 
interview  54,  June  23,  1993,  in  Kankan  the  informant  spent 
time  in  1952  in  Bouake,  Cote  d'lvoire,  time  in  1953  in  Dakar, 
and  some  time  in  1954  in  Abidjan. 
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d'lvoire.^^  French  officials  expressed  concern  about  the 
movement  of  people  across  these  borders. -^^  However, 
recognizing  that  a  trade  network  was  already  in  place,  the 
French  did  not  want  to  disrupt  it  unnecessarily.  Instead, 
representatives  from  French  commercial  houses  established 
shops  in  Kankan  in  an  effort  to  tap  into  the  trade  at  this 
recognized  major  redistribution  center. -^^  Informants  identify 
names  such  as  CFAO,  UNICOMER,  Chavanel,  ESCOA,  PERISAC  and 
Compagnie  du  Niger^°  as  commercial  establishments  in  Kankan 
during  the  1940s  and  1950s. 

While  the  political/administrative  domination  of  empire 
builders  was  not  a  new  experience  for  the  Mande,  the  trauma 
generated  by  European  domination  was  based  on  European 


^^One  of  the  students  who  had  walked  to  Cote  d'lvoire  with 
Kante  detailed  the  trip.  Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993, 
in  Balandou. 

^^Governor  of  Guinea  Crocicchia  letter  to  the  Governeur 
General  Haute  Commissaire  de  I'Afrique  Frangaise,  September  7, 
1942,  on  the  movement  of  peoples  along  the  Sierra  Leone, 
Liberia,  and  Guinea  borders.  This  is  one  example  found  in  the 
Archives  I'Afrique  Occidentale  Frangaise,  21  G,  62  (17). 

■^^Jean  Suret-Canale  says  that  in  1900  there  were  fifty 
French  companies  in  Guinea,  the  most  important  of  which  was 
Compagnie  Frangaise  de  I'Afrique  Occidentale  (CFAO)  from 
Marseille.  Compagnie  du  Niger  Frangais,  Chavanel,  Peyrisac 
from  Bordeaux  and  Union  Comptoirs  d'Outre-mer  (UNICOMER) 
represented  other  important  firms.  Other  companies 
representing  foreign  interests  were  Pelizaeus  from  Bremen, 
Germany,  Societe  Commerciale  de  I'Ouest  Africain  (SCOA)  from 
Switzerland,  and  Paterson-Zochonis  from  Manchester,  England. 
Most  of  the  commercial  trade  was  in  the  hands  of  the  British 
houses  in  Manchester.  Jean  Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee  (Paris: 
Editions  Sociales,  1970),  pp. 108-113. 

^"interview  10,  March  13,  1993;  interview  13,  March  18, 
1993;  and  in  interview  42,  May  17,  1993,  all  in  Kankan. 
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attempts  to  usurp  Mande  culture  by  imposing  a  foreign 
language.  Many  Maninka  speakers  in  Haute-Guinee  resisted  the 
new  official  language  of  power  by  refusing  to  learn  it  and  by 
refusing  to  send  their  children  to  the  colonial  schools  where 
the  language  of  instruction  was  French. ^^  Under  French 
domination,  a  new  type  of  intellectual  appeared,  a  European- 
style,  school-trained  bureaucrat  who  was  literate  in  French. 
Those  who  manipulated  the  French  language  and  literacy  gained 
access  to  and  control  over  knowledge  which  assured  them 
enhanced  status  and  wealth.  French  (and  French  literacy) 
became  the  new  language  of  power  in  the  realms  of  politics, 
administration,  and  international  economics;  Arabic  (and 
Arabic  literacy)  remained  the  language  of  Islamic  religious 
power;  and  Mande  languages  continued  as  the  language  of  local 
and  regional  commerce  and  the  vernacular. 

Literacy,  as  written  language,  became  an  important  issue 
in  the  contest  for  access  to  and  control  over  knowledge.  The 
access  to  this  modern  knowledge  was  limited  to  those  who  were 
educated  in  French.  The  problem  for  those  who  became  speakers 
of  French  as  a  second  language  resulted  in  the  alteration  of 


^^Many  Maninka  speakers  rejected  the  schools  because  they 
taught  Maninka  children  to  take  on  the  character  of  the 
"Tubabs"  (whites).  According  to  the  informants  in  group 
interview  46,  June  19,  1994,  in  Kankan,  when  forced  to  send 
children  to  the  colonial  schools,  some  Maninka  sent  the 
children  of  families  that  in  the  period  before  the  abolition 
of  slavery  had  been  associated  with  their  family  as  slaves. 

Paulo  Freire  and  Donaldo  Macedo,  Literacy:  Reading  the  Word 
and  the  World,  (South  Hadley,  MA:  Bergin  &  Garvey  Publishers, 
Inc.,  1987),  p.  13. 
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indigenously  constructed  thought  processes  produced  by  a  first 
language. ^^  The  Mande  speakers  who  opted  for  education  and 
communication  through  the  medium  of  the  French  language  were 
frustrated  in  their  attempts  at  communication.  Mande  speakers 
had  to  alter  the  meaning  of  communication  to  accommodate  the 
inadequacies  of  the  medium  being  used.  While  some  were  more 
adept  at  this  conversion  than  others,  the  point  remains  that 
they  had  to  reorganize  the  process  of  thinking.  Even  those  who 
were  successful  at  communication  in  a  second  language  had  to 
reorganize  their  thought  processes  to  give  verbal  expression 
to  their  ideas.  The  complicated  process  of  communicating  in 
a  second  language  silenced  some.  For  students,  second-language 
processing  put  them  at  a  disadvantage  because  they  had  to 
translate  and  convert  the  meaning  couched  in  the  text.  For 
adults,  it  frustrated  creativity  and  originality  of  indigenous 
thought  and  stifled  articulation.'*^ 

Recognizing  the  value  of  literacy,  Mande  intellectuals 
experimented  unsuccessfully  with  writing  Maninka  in  the 
Arabic  script  and  the  Roman  alphabet,  but  they  found  the 
expression  of  language  difficult  because  Mande  languages  are 
tonal.  Foreign  alphabets  are  incapable  of  rendering  the  full 
scope   of  Maninka  thought   through  written   communication. 


'^^Ong,  pp.  174-177. 

'•^The  images  of  the  dynamics  of  second  language 
acquisition  are  presented  as  an  explanation  which  synthesizes 
certain  issues  in  the  literacy  literature  and  the  experiential 
reality  of  my  informants. 
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Literacy  became  a  cultural  issue  when  the  Lebanese  journalist 
Kamal  Marwa  wrote  that  Africans  were  inferior  because  they  had 
no  written  form  of  communication  in  the  1944  publication  of 
Nahnu  fi  Afrikiya  (We  are  in  Africa). ^^  He  wrote  that  their 
voices  [African  languages]  were  like  those  of  the  birds, 
impossible  to  transcribe.^  Upon  reading  this  statement, 
Souleymane  Kante  undertook  the  challenge  to  create  a  written 
script  for  the  Maninka  form  of  Mande  languages.  From  1944- 
1948,  Kante  unsuccessfully  tried  to  write  Maninka  in  the 
Arabic  script  and  Roman  alphabet.  Finally,  he  resorted  to 
creating  a  totally  new  form  of  representation  which  he  is 
reported  to  have  completed  on  April  14,1949.^^  Because  the 
alphabet  responds  to  the  written  expression  of  Maninka 's 
tonality,  it  is  promoted  as  a  universal  written  expression  of 


^hen  attending  Cairo's  Al-Ahaz'ar  University  in  the  late 
1950s,  one  informant  in  group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in 
Kankan,  corroborated  the  existence  of  the  document  read  by 
Souleymane  Kante  because  he  had  read  it.  While  most  informants 
can  give  their  approximation  of  the  text,  this  was  one  of  the 
few  informants  who  could  identify  the  author  and  the  title  of 
the  work  in  which  the  often-quoted  text  was  located. 

^^The  text  is  remembered  by  informants  in  group  interview 
08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif  amoriah,  as  "The  blacks  are 
absolutely  worthless,  despite  their  numbers,  because  they  have 
no  written  language.  Blacks  are  comparable  to  birds:  a  flock 
of  birds  is  more  valuable  than  one  black  person;  on  the  other 
hand,  blacks  outnumber  birds.  Blacks  don't  have  an  alphabet  so 
their  speech  is  like  the  cries  of  a  bird — impossible  to 
transcribe . " 

^■^Diaka  Laye  Kaba,  "Souleymane  Kante:  I'Inventeur  de 
1 'Alphabet  N'ko,"  L'Educateur:  Trimestriel  Pedagoqique  des 
Enseignants  de  Guinea,  No.  11  &  12,  Avril-Juin,  Juillet- 
Septembre,  1992,   p.  33. 
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all  Mande  languages/^  In  fact,  the  alphabet  is  identified  by 
the  pronoun  N  and  the  verb  ko ,  which,  in  Mande  languages, 
means  "I  say."  Thus  a  new  revolutionary  form  of  literacy 
entered  the  Mande  cultural  arena. 

All  my  informants  claim  that  the  N'ko  alphabet  is  a 
source  of  great  pride. ^^  Several  say  it  was  invented  by 
divine  guidance — that  God  taught  Souleymane  Kante  N'ko.^'  The 
potential  generated  by  literacy  was  more  important  to  Kante 
than  the  initial  challenge  of  creating  the  alphabet. 
Informants  repeat  that  when  asked  about  his  motivation  for 
inventing  the  alphabet,  Kante  responded  that  it  was  to 
struggle  against  ignorance  and  illiteracy .  ^°  One  important  but 
unstated  potential  is  its  power  over  secrets.  Informants  said 
that  N'ko's  preservation  of  secrets  is  a  by-product  of  knowing 
an  alphabet  that  others  do  not.^^  According  to  one  informant. 


^''The  unique  characters  of  the  alphabet  together  with 
diacritical  marks  help  to  expresss  tonality. 

^^Examples  of  this  are  found  in  interview  05,  March  3, 
1993  and  interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  both  in  Kankan. 

^''Kante  has  been  called  a  "savant,"  one  who  can  only  be 
taught  by  God.  The  informant  said  that  God  taught  Souleymane 
Kante  N'ko.  Interview  15,  March  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^"Examples  of  this  can  be  found  in  group  interview  08, 
March  8,  1993,  in  Karifamoriah,  and  in  interview  05,  March  3, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

^''souleymane  Kant6  reportedly  said  that  the  importance  of 
writing  was  to  keep  secrets.  Kante  told  the  story  that  a  man 
wrote  a  letter  that  contained  some  private  matters  to  his 
friend,  but  his  friend  could  not  read.  So  the  friend  took  the 
letter  to  someone  who  could  read  it  to  him.  When  the  contents 
of  the  letter  were  known,  the  man  lost  his  job  because  of  the 
ignorance  of  another.   Interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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the  Maninka  speakers  recognized  and  discussed  N'ko's 
potential  value.  The  "whites"  also  recognized  its  potential, 
and  that  is  why  they  did  not  discuss  it .  ^^  The  N'ko  alphabet 
is  ignored  in  the  official  colonial  documents  which  represents 
the  discourse  of  the  dominant  group — "the  public  transcript." 
Its  omission  may  either  reflect  that  the  Europeans  did  not 
know  about  it  or  that  they  were  ignoring  it.  N'ko  dominates 
the  discourse  of  the  subordinate  group,  which  is  unofficial — 
the  "hidden  transcript . "^^  James  Scott  defines  the  "public 
transcript"  as  the  official  account  of  the  interaction  between 
the  dominant  and  subordinate  groups.  Since  there  was  no  such 
dialogue  in  the  case  of  N'ko,  it  is  as  if  N'ko  did  not  exist. 
N'ko  was  one  medium  for  the  "hidden  transcript . "^^ 

The  cadre  of  intellectuals  expanded  again  to  accommodate 
the  resulting  shift  in  values.  In  the  public  transcript,  the 
French  colonial  schools  educated  students  through  the  vehicle 
of  the  French  language  to  become  civil  servants, 
professionals,  and  middle  class  businessmen.^^   Many  students 


^^Informants  discussed  the  debate  around  the  invention  of 
the  alphabet.  Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in 
Karif amoriah. 

"james  C.  Scott,  Domination  and  the  Arts  of  Resistance: 
Hidden  Transcripts,  (New  Haven:  Yale  University  Press,  1990), 
pp.  x-xiii. 

^^here  are  no  references  to  N'ko  in  any  of  the  official 
colonial  records  that  I  examined  in  either  the  National  and 
Regional  Archives  of  Guinea  or  the  Archives  of  the  AOF  located 
in  Dakar,  Senegal. 

^^Humblot  (p.  139)  observed  that  the  "whites"  introduced 
confusion  among  the  indigenous  peoples  by  directly  imposing 
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admired  the  type  of  knowledge  for  which  the  French  language 
was  the  gateway.  With  the  approval  of  the  colonial 
government,  European  and  American  Christian  (Catholics  and 
Protestants)  missionary  groups  educated  another  new  cadre  of 
intellectuals  .  They  recruited  Mande  speakers  from  this 
community  to  join  a  new  cross-cultural  group  of  Christian 
intellectuals.  The  goal  of  these  European  based  forms  of 
socialization  was  social  control.  The  voices  of  these 
intellectuals  reflected  the  other  cultural  influences  imposed 
by  access  to  and  control  over  knowledge  through  a  foreign 
language . 

Another  group  of  intellectuals  operated  on  the  margin  of 
the  public  transcript.  Their  response  to  the  shift  in  values 
reflected  an  indigenous  reconfiguration  of  Quranic  schools  in 
the  socialization  process.  However,  they  were  still  affected 
by  the  control  over  knowledge  through  a  foreign  language. 
Although  Quranic  school  education  continued,  the  need  to  gain 
access  to  and  control  over  knowledge  forced  a  reevaluation  of 
educational  content.  Some  Islamic  educators  applied  the 
lessons  they  learned  from  the  new  empire  to  create  a  new  type 
of  Quranic  school,  the  madrasa  (grades  1-8).^^  The  curriculum 
of  the  madrasa  was  altered  to  present  Muslim  students  with 
an  earlier,  independent  language  ability  in  Arabic  with  which 
they  could  reassert  Mande  control  over  religious  knowledge. 


their  own  customs  and  morals. 

^^The  French  form  of  the  word  is  Medersa. 
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Arabic  was  a  course  of  study  and  gradually  assumed  the  role  of 
language  of  instruction  for  some  courses.  Madrasa  graduates 
could,  to  a  limited  extent,  read  and  interpret  for  themselves 
the  Quran  and  other  religious  works.  Another  course  of  study 
in  the  sciences  promoted  acess  to  and  control  over  scientific 
and  technological  knowledge.  The  madrasa  provided  a  protected 
environment  in  which  Muslim  values  were  maintained  while  at 
the  same  time  it  provided  an  access  to  knowledge  of  French  as 
the  language  of  power  and  an  access  to  knowledge  of  science 
and  technology  as  the  language  of  modernity. ^^  The  goal  of 
this  new  system  of  socialization  was  social  control  through 
the  religious  community.  Although  these  intellectuals  were 
more  tightly  bound  to  the  local  community,  they  still 
represented  the  control  of  knowledge  through  a  foreign 
language . 

Deep  from  within  the  hidden  transcript  emerged  yet 
another  group  of  intellectuals.  Those  who  were  N'ko  literate 
sought  the  same  type  of  knowledge  as  those  who  developed  the 
madrasa,  but  they  wanted  to  reconfigure  socialization  along 
indigenous  lines,  controlling  this  blend  of  indigenous  and 
modern  knowledge  through  the  Mande  language.  Their  first  step 
was  to  control  language  and  literacy.  An  informal  parallel 
school  system  taught  the  N'ko  alphabet  and  provided  students 
with  access  to  books  and  documents  written  in  N'ko.   Only  by 


^''a  retired  teacher  said  that  the  methods  employed  by  the 
madrasa  were  the  same  as  those  used  in  the  French  colonial 
schools.   Interview  10,  March   13,1993,  in  Kankan. 
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acquiring  indigenous  literacy  could  they  plan  for  the  second 
step,  the  teaching  of  subject  matter  curriculum  through  the 
medium  of  Mande  language  and  literacy.  The  goal  of  their 
socialization  process  was  individual  edification  rather  than 
social  control.  Thus,  individual  Mande  speakers  educated  one 
another  in  N'ko  literacy  to  become  another  segment  of 
intellectuals  who  added  their  voices  to  the  debate  which  led 
to  independence. 

Post-Colonial  Mande  Intellectuals — 
N^ko^s  Struggle  to  Enter  the   Public  Transcript 

The  voices  of  Mande  intellectuals  continued  to  compete 
for  control  over  knowledge  through  language.  In  a  cross- 
cultural  statement,  the  Maninka  speakers  in  the  French  colony 
of  Guinea  joined  with  the  other  ethnic  groups  to  speak  with  a 
unified  voice — they  said  "No"  to  Charles  de  Gaulle's  proposed 
French  Community. ^^  This  "No"  vote  vocalized  the  stress  of 
cultural  colonization  and  expressed  the  long-silent  rejection 
of  French  language,  French  education,  and  Catholicism.  In 
1958  under  the  leadership  of  Sekou  Toure,  Guinea  became  an 
independent  nation  and  embarked  on  the  First  Republic  (1958- 
1984).  Thrust  into  independence,  the  Maninka  speakers  of 
Haute-Guinee  became  politically  separated  from  their  Mande- 
speaking  counterparts  in  Francophone  and  Anglophone  Africa. 
The  arbitrary  divisions  imposed  by  Europeans  had  split  up 


^^Andre  Lewin,  La  Guinee,  (Paris:   Presses  Universitaires 
de  France  1984),  p.  61. 
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Mande  speakers  among  the  countries  of  West  Africa.  The 
Maninka  speakers  rejected  the  inevitable  balkanization  of  the 
region.^'  While  the  artificial  boundaries  kept  them  officially 
separate,  unofficially  the  Mande  trade  networks  and  Islamic 
religious  networks  operated  as  they  always  had  irrespective 
of  formal  borders.^ 

The  honeymoon  period  of  the  Toure  administration  saw  a 
rise  of  cultural  nationalism  among  the  Maninka.  The 
resurrection  of  a  positive  heroic  past  and  the  visibility  of 
Maninka  intellectuals  such  as  Souleymane  Kante  and  Sekou  Toure 
boosted  cultural  confidence.  The  predominance  of  Maninka 
speakers  in  positions  of  power  and  importance  offered  the 
potential  for  a  return  to  greatness.  While  French  remained 
Guinea's  official  language,  its  Maninka-speaking  intellectuals 
were  politically  dominant  in  the  governmental  apparatus  at 
both  the  regional  and  national  levels. ^^  However,  the 
responsibility  for  creating  a  unified  nation  for  all  Guinea's 


^'informants  said  that  while  they  favored  independence 
from  France,  they  did  not  want  to  break  up  the  regional  unit 
known  as  Francophone  West  Africa.  Examples  of  this  sentiment 
can  be  found  in  interview  16,  March  21,  1993,  in  Kankan  and 
in  interview  42,  May  17,1993  in  Kankan.  One  person  remembered 
that  Charles  de  Gaulle  had  promised  the  colonies  independence. 
Interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^°Ruth  Morgenthau,  Political  Parties  in  French-speaking 
West  Africa,  (Oxford,  UK:   Clarendon  Press,  1964),  p.  231. 

^^The  characterizations  of  the  Sekou  Toure  period  are 
distilled  from  the  observations  offered  by  my  informants.  Few 
details  concerning  Sekou  Toure's  First  Republic  (1958-1984) 
are  available  because  First  Republic  documents  have  not  been 
collected,  sorted,  and  catalogued  in  Guinea's  National 
Archives. 
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ethnicities   superseded   personal   ethnic   allegiances   and 
aspirations. 

Political  and  administrative  leadership  devolved  into  the 
hands  of  Sekou  Toure,  a  Maninka  speaker  from  Faranah,  Haute- 
Guinee.  During  the  political  campaign  that  launched  his 
career,  he  had  promoted  the  idea  of  cultural  nationalism 
within  the  region  of  Haute-Guinee  by  associating  himself  with 
the  Mande  heroic  past.  He  played  on  his  family  name  advancing 
the  idea  that  he  was  a  descendant  of  Samori  Toure,  the  famous 
Islamic  empire  builder  and  colonial  resistor.  By  drawing  upon 
Mande  history,  he  succeeded  in  a  momentary  unification  of  the 
divergent  ethnicities  that  made  up  the  country  of  Guinea. ^^ 
In  addition  to  the  primarily  Muslim  Maninka-speaking  voters, 
Sekou  Toure  appealed  to  all  Islamic  communities  and  to  all 
those  who  admired  resistance  to  subjugation  by  the  French.  As 
national  leader,  Toure  appointed  many  Maninka  speakers  to 
positions  of  leadership  in  governmental  ministries  and  to  the 
leadership  of  the  military.  However,  the  promise  of  a  return 
to  Mande  glory  through  Maninka  dominance  in  the  region 
evaporated  with  the  progression  of  events.  Sekou  Toure  and  his 
government  were  forced  to  govern  at  a  level  of  crisis 
management  based  on  tenuous  international  relations.  Although 
there  were  surges  in  efforts  among  the  Maninka  to  assert  their 
identity,   Maninka  cultural  nationalism  had  to  content  itself 


"Morgenthau,  pp.  229,  234, 
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with  positions  of  power  for  individual  Maninka  speakers  and 
Maninka  supremacy  in  Haute-Guinee . 

Despite  this  Maninka  leadership  role  at  the  national 
level,  the  national  government  appeared  to  be  engaged  in  a 
concerted  effort  to  strip  the  Maninka  of  Haute-Guinee  of  their 
cultural  identity.    The  Maninka  felt  that  they  had  been 
betrayed  by  national  government  decisions  in  the  realms  of 
economics,   religion,   and  education.    National  government 
policies   ran  counter  to   the   steadily  evolving  Maninka 
character.   In  the  realm  of  economics,  Sekou  Toure  thwarted 
impending  international  economic  isolation  dictated  by  France 
and  her  allies  by  accepting  the  invitation  of  the  Warsaw  Pact 
Nations   into   their   marketplace.     This   acceptance   of 
socialist/communist  economic  policies  ran  counter  to  the 
intrinsically  entrepreneurial  character  of  the  Maninka  who  had 
for  centuries  been  merchants  engaged  in  international  trade. 
In  the  political  arena,  Toure  had  campaigned  on  an  Islamic 
platform.     Many   members   of   the   cross-cultural   Islamic 
leadership  who  supported  him  and  had  guaranteed  his  victory 
were  disappointed  by  his  rejection  of  Islam  as  a  state 
religion.   Maninka  speakers  received  mixed  cultural  messages 
from  Toure 's  policies  in  language  and  education.   The  national 
government  retained  French  as  the  national  unifying  language. 
Then  in  1968,  Toure  instituted  the  "National  Language  Policy" 
of  maternal  language  education  in  grades  one  through  eight. 
While  delighted  at  the  prospect  of  promoting  cultural  identity 
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through  language,  the  Maninka  realized  that  they  would  be  in 
many  ways  disfranchised  from  the  access  to  internationally 
respected  knowledge.  In  an  effort  to  reassert  control  over 
cultural  identity,  the  Maninka,  through  various  individual 
initiatives,  resisted  the  national  government's  attempt  to 
impose  its  policies. 

The  pre-independence  prosperity  of  the  Maninka  slipped 
away  as  Sekou  Toure  began  dictating  his  economic  policies. 
In  1958,  Kankan  enjoyed  a  well-organized  flourishing 
commerce. ^-^  European  stores  were  full  of  a  wide  variety  of 
merchandise.^^  The  exodus  of  European  merchants^^  at 
independence  improved  the  economic  opportunity  for  Kankannais 
merchants  who  had  worked  in  their  shops. ^  Many  merchants  were 
expanding  their  networks  and  profits  by  establishing 
corporations.'^''  While  the  Mande  trade  networks  and  religious 


"^^Merchants  described  the  status  of  Kankan 's  economy. 
Interview  20,  April  7,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Merchants  discussed  Kankan 's  commercial  prosperity 
immediately  after  independence  and  before  the  imposition  of 
the  Loi-Cadre  of  1964.  Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in 
Karifamoriah. 

'^^The  Soti  of  Kankan  explained  that  everyone  was  happy 
about  the  Europeans  leaving  and  that  the  suppression  of  trade 
was  a  "big  surprise  to  everyone."  Interview  53,  June  23, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

"^^According  to  one  informant,  when  the  Europeans  left, 
their  employees  became  the  merchants.  Interview  42,  May  17, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Informants  discussed  this  flurry  of  activity  in  group 
interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karifamoriah.  This  group 
created  a  "cooperative,"  while  describing  Souleymane  Kante  as 
belonging  to  a  "Societe." 
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networks  still  operated  as  they  had  in  the  past,  it  became 
increasingly  difficult  for  the  Maninka  speakers  of  Kankan  to 
participate  in  trade.  Many  Maninka  believed  that  governmental 
economic  policies  were  an  aggression  against  the  merchants  of 
Haute-Guinee  and  a  vendetta  against  Kankan/^ 

The  first  attack  on  the  Kankan  commercial  network  came  in 
1960  when  Sekou  Toure  took  Guinea  out  of  the  "Franc  Zone" 
(CFA)^'  and  created  his  own  currency,  the  Guinea  Franc. ''°  Some 
people  understood  that  this  was  a  final  effort  to  withdraw 
from  French  colonization  or  neo-colonialism. ''^  The  merchants 
would  have  preferred  to  continue  using  the  CFA  because  that 
was  the  currency  that  they  knew  and  understood.  ^^  This 
development  placed  Guinean  merchants  under  a  financial  strain. 
With  the  exception  of  Liberia  and  Sierra  Leone,  many  of  the 
neighboring  countries  with  whom  the  Kankan  merchants  traded 
were  still  in  the  "Franc  Zone."  The  trade  language  remained 
constant,  the  trade  routes  continued  to  operate  as  they  always 


^^This  informant  asserted  that  socialist/communist 
policies  tied  to  bury  commerce  in  Guinea.  Interview  29,  May 
3,  1993,  in  Kankan, 

'^^The  currency  for  most  of  Francophone  West  Africa  is  the 
CFA,  the  value  of  which  is  estimated  in  relation  to  the  French 
Franc. 

^°Lewin,  p.  66. 

''^  The  informant  felt  that  France  would  recolonize  Guinea 
if  Guinean 's  continued  to  participate  in  the  French  economy  by 
using  French  currency.  Interview  14,  March  14,  1993,  in 
Kankan. 

''^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 
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had,  but  the  currency  and  its  value  now  changed  from 
artificial  border  to  artificial  border.  For  the  first  time, 
the  Kankannais  merchants  felt  the  constraints  of  the 
artificial  boundaries  that  had  never  before  been  an  obstacle 
to  trade. 

Next,  the  national  government  tried  unsuccessfully  to 
implant  economic  socialism  under  the  Loi  Cadre  November  8, 
1964,  and  the  Cheytane  1975.  The  focus  of  these  economic 
policies  was  the  cessation  of  private  commerce.^  Commerce  was 
to  be  redirected  into  the  hands  of  the  government  which  would 
govern  the  access  to  and  the  prices  of  products.  The  national 
government  tried  to  arrest  all  trade  that  did  not  enter  and 
exit  under  its  direction  through  the  port  at  Conakry.  It 
tried  to  dam  up  the  indigenous  conduit  through  which  trade 
flowed  across  the  borders  of  Guinea  and  through  its  historic 
redistribution  point  at  Kankan.  This  was  a  frontal  assault  on 
Maninka  cultural  identity  by  attempting  a  surgical  strike  to 
separate  the  Maninka  from  an  identity  situated  in  the  historic 
past . 

The  expressed  reasoning  behind  these  policies  was  the 
attempt  to  equalize  the  incomes  of  all  Guineans.  Those  who 
had  been  full-time  or  part-time  merchants  were  expected  to 
return  to  the  fields.  The  Loi  Cadre  and  the  Cheytane  limited 
the  number  of  merchants,  suppressed  import-export  licenses  for 


''^This  did  not  affect  the  petit  marche  in  which  local 
producers  sold  food  items  or  craft  products.  This  was  a 
cessation  of  private  international  trade. 
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private  entrepreneurs,  and  applied  capital  punishment  for 
trafficking  across  the  borders.''^  The  law  made  it  illegal  for 
those  not  attached  to  the  government  monopoly  to  engage  in 
commerce.  The  merchants  of  Kankan  felt  that  they  had  had  more 
freedom  during  the  colonial  period. ''^ 

Many  Kankannais  merchants  remained  steadfast,  employing 
covert  resistance  tactics  in  an  attempt  to  regain  control  over 
their  lives.  The  immediate  response  of  these  merchants  and 
other  Maninka  who  had  access  to  "products"  was  to  create  a 
black  market^^  and  operate  an  underground  economy.  Informants 
reported  that  only  a  few  shops  remained  after  the  shut-down  of 
private  commerce.  However,  a  shop  does  not  make  a  merchant, 
so  the  merchants  sold  merchandise  from  their  homes.  When  the 
military  arrested  merchants  returning  from  Mali,  Senegal,  or 
Cote  d'lvoire  for  trafficking  in  private  trade,  they  simply 
paid  them  bribes  and  went  about  reselling  the  merchandise  in 
Kankan.^  These  merchants  used  the  economic  language  of  power. 


^^Lewin,  p.  7  2 


^^  This  informant  told  about  the  negative  impact  of  these 
laws  on  his  life  and  standard  of  living.  Interview  58,  June 
27,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  interview  53,  June  23,  1993,  the  Soti 
declared  that  Kankan  was  almost  empty.  People  left  to  go  to 
Abidjan,  Monrovia,  Bamako,  and  Dakar. 

^The  national  economic  policies  were  a  catastrophe  for 
Kankan.  So  the  merchants  conducted  their  businesses 
clandestinely  according  to  the  informant.  Interview  03, 
February  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  interview  07,  March  6,  1993, 
in  Kankan,  this  informant  explained  how  civil  servants  with 
access  to  such  things  as  fuel  redirected  that  commodity  into 
the  black  market. 

''''interview  29,  May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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Maninka  and  N'ko  literacy,  to  protect  their  interests.  Those 
who  had  already  learned  N'ko  were  able  to  keep  their  business 
records  hidden.  Those  who  had  not  were  motivated  to  learn  it 
from  their  fellow  merchants.  Many  other  Kankannais  merchants 
left  Kankan  and  relocated  within  the  Mande  diaspora  across 
West  Africa.''^  Many  of  these  merchants  employed  Maninka/N'ko 
to  maintain  economic  contacts  with  Kankan  as  well  as  to 
maintain  a  personal  correspondence  with  family  and  friends. 
Furthermore,  some  taught  in  the  communities  in  which  they 
settled. 

Sekou  Toure  seemed  to  turn  his  back  on  Islam.  The 
Maninka  Islamic  community  and  the  larger  cross-cultural 
Islamic  community  experienced  frustration  at  the  hands  of  the 
national  government.  Since  Sekou  Toure  had  campaigned  from  a 
platform  that  included  Islamic  unity,  many  members  of  the 
general  Islamic  community  felt  that  there  had  been  a  pledge  of 
sorts  to  make  Guinea  an  Islamic  country.'''  As  a  partial 


^^The  informant  said  that  only  by  the  grace  of  God  were 

the  richer  merchants  able  to  escape.   Interview  20,  April  7, 

1993,  in  Kankan.   Those  merchants  without  financial  recourse 
had  to  go  back  to  the  fields. 

'''After  independence,  the  "Union  Culturelle  Islamique" 
held  a  congress  in  Conakry.  The  participants  discussed  their 
strong  support  for  Toure.  They  saw  themselves  as 
collaborating  with  the  politicians  bringing  the  independence 
government  into  power.  The  Congress  petitioned  the  government 
to  apply  Islamic  law  in  Guinea,  making  it  an  Islamic  state. 
Souleymane  Kante  participated  in  this  conference.  Shortly 
after  the  congress,  all  congress  participants  were  arrested 
and  spent  six  to  eight  days  in  prison.  Interview  32,  May  9, 
1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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concession  to  Guinea's  religious  majority,  Sekou  Toure  created 
the  "National  Islamic  Council,"  an  advisory  council  of  Islamic 
scholars,  and  a  Ministry  of  Islamic  Affairs  in  1975.  He  also 
provided  some  funding  to  make  the  pilgrimage  to  Mecca. ^° 

The  rising  tide  of  Maninka  cultural  nationalism  was 
further  derailed  by  a  national  government  trying  to  balance 
a  multi-ethnic  society  in  which  Maninka  speakers,  Pular 
speakers,  and  Susu  speakers  each  represented  thirty  percent 
of  the  population  with  all  other  groups  combined  to  form  the 
other  ten  percent.  Sekou  Toure  was  aware  that  in  his  role  as 
national  leader  any  show  of  favoritism  to  the  Maninka  would 
result  in  unrest  and  perhaps  even  rebellion  among  those 
speaking  Pular  and  Susu.  He  did  not  want  to  give  the  French 
an  excuse  to  reestablish  their  colonial  rule.  Maninka 
speakers  promoted  to  powerful  positions  did  not  necessarily 
redirect  influence  and  power  to  the  Maninka  dominated  region 
of  Haute-Guinee.  Only,  Faranah,  the  president's  hometown, 
seemed  to  benefit  substantially  from  his  position  in 
leadership. ^''  In  1958,  Souleymane  Kante  introduced  the  debate 
over  language  and  literacy  by  presenting  his  alphabet  to  Sekou 
Toure.  Like  other  Guineans  at  independence,  Kante  had  returned 


^°Lewin,  p.  119. 


^Toure  built  the  paved  national  road  only  as  far  as 
Faranah.  He  diverted  the  hydro-electric  power  due  to  go  to 
Kouroussa  to  Faranah.  He  built  an  airport  to  international 
specifications  there.  Faranah  is  the  site  of  a  large  military 
base . 
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home  from  Cote  d'lvoire^^  where  he  had  been  a  merchant  of 
Islamic  books.  In  addition  to  inventing  and  then 
standardizing  his  N'ko  alphabet  in  Cote  d'lvoire,  Kante  had 
also  begun  teaching  N'ko  to  students  and  translating  works 
into  N'ko.^^  Although  Souleymane  Kante  made  his  formal 
presentation  of  the  alphabet  in  1958,  the  N'ko  alphabet  had 
returned  to  Guinea  soon  after  its  invention  with  Kankannais 
merchants  engaged  in  the  wide-ranging  Mande  trade  network.^ 
While  Sekou  Toure  praised  the  Maninka  based  creation,  he 
rejected  the  idea  of  the  N'ko  alphabet  as  the  national 
alphabet  of  Guinea. ^^  In  the  context  of  communication,  N'ko 
could  not  provide  a  written  medium  among  all  of  Guinea's 
ethnic  groups.  Although  promoted  as  universal,  N'ko  may- 
express  any  language  but  it  cannot  decode  the  language.  For 


Prior  to  independence,  many  Guineans  were  dispersed 
throughout  West  Africa.  Some  were  employed  by  the  French  as 
bureaucrats,  teachers,  or  as  railroad  transportation  workers. 
Others,  such  as  the  large  number  of  Maninka  speakers,  were 
dispersed  along  West  African  trade  routes.  For  example,  in 
interview  07,  March  6,  1993,  in  Kankan,  my  informant  said 
that  his  father  was  the  railroad  station  master  at  Bobo 
Dioulasso,  Burkina  Faso,  in  1944. 

^^Two  of  Souleymane  Kante 's  contemporaries  in  Cote 
d'lvoire  described  his  activities  there  prior  to,  during,  and 
after  the  invention  of  the  alphabet.  Group  interview  84, 
August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan. 

^^Merchants  were  the  first  to  accept  N'ko,  and  they 
brought  it  back  to  their  homes  in  countries  located  throughout 
the  Mande  trade  network.  According  to  the  informant  in 
interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  N'ko  returned  to  Kankan 
with  the  merchants  returning  from  Cote  d'lvoire. 

^^One  of  Souleymane  Kante 's  children  described  the  process 
of  his  return  to  Guinee.  Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in 
Conakry. 
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example,  speakers  of  Pular  cannot  understand  the  speakers  of 
Maninka. 

Faced  with  language  pluralism  within  the  confines  of  the 
nation  state,  the  national  government  needed  an  official 
language  and  associated  literacy  that  bridged  ethnic 
loyalties.  The  government  elected  to  retain  French  as  the 
common  language  for  purposes  of  efficient  administration  and 
rule.  This  policy  of  "language  rationalization"^^  was  chosen 
by  the  independence  governments  across  Africa  as  they 
attempted  to  mold  their  multi-lingual  populations  into  nation 
states.^''  In  the  context  of  multi-culturalism,  forcing  a 
Maninka  derived  alphabet  on  the  rest  of  the  country  would 
promote  dissension.  However,  his  consideration  of  the  N'ko 
alphabet  caused  Sekou  Toure  to  be  ahead  of  his  colleagues  in 
later  discussions  on  the  use  of  maternal  languages  as  the 
language  of  instruction. 

In  the  1960s,  the  concept  of  education  in  the  maternal 
language  was  one  topic  of  discussion  and  debate  by 
representatives  of  West  African  nations  at  the  meetings  of  the 


^ David  D.  Laitin,  Language  Repertoires  and  State 
Construction  in  Africa,  New  York:  Cambridge  University  Press, 
1992,  pp.  8-12. 

The  adoption  of  Portuguese  by  the  independence 
government  of  Mozambique  is  another  example  of  this  type  of 
colonial  language  and  literacy  adoption.  Judith  Marshall, 
Literacy,  Power,  and  Democracy  in  Mozambique:  The  Governance 
of  Learning  from  Colonization  to  the  Present,  (Boulder,  CO: 
Westview  Press,  1993),  pp. 107-108. 
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Organization  of  African  Unity^  and  later  at  meetings  sponsored 
by  UNESCO,^'  Toure  accepted  and  ascribed  to  the  concept  of 
education  in  the  maternal  language.^"  He  applied  for  and 
received  UNESCO  funding  for  the  implementation  of  a  maternal 
language  education  program,  called  "Langue  Nationale" ( 1968- 
1984).'''  Guinea's  disparate  society  required  the  selection  of 
several  maternal  languages  to  be  chosen  for  the  literacy 
program.  Each  language  became  the  language  of  instruction  and 
overall  communication  in  the  area  where  there  was  a 
predominance  of  speakers.'^  The  government  selected  the  Mande 
language  as  the  maternal  language  for  Haute-Guinee.  Educators 
charged  with  standardizing  the  Mande  language  to  the  Roman 
alphabet  invited  Souleymane  Kante'^  to  participate  in  the 


^^Conferences  at  Addis  Ababa  1961  and  1966. 

^^eeting  of  the  experts  on  the  "use  of  the  Mother-tongue 
for  Literacy"  at  Ibadan,  Nigeria,  1964  and  the  West  African 
Linguistics  Congress,  at  Accra,  1965. 

'°Sekou  Toure,  "Entretien  du  Chef  de  I'Etat  avec  les 
participants  au  seminaire  de  1 'UNESCO  sur  le  Langues 
Africaines,"  Horoya .  No.  2889  du  25  au  31  Octobre  1981,  pp. 
13-16. 

'""UNESCO,  The  Experimental  World  Literacy  Programme;  A 
Critical  Assessment.  (Paris:   The  UNESCO  Press,  1976),  p. 42. 

'^Mohamed  Lamine  Sano,  "Apergu  Historique  sur 
1 'Utilisation  des  Langues  Nationales  en  Republique  de  Guinee," 
Conakry,  Republic  of  Guinea,  1992,  pp. 3-4. 

An  educator  who  was  a  political  representative  of  the 
PDG  at  the  local  level,  and  who  was  an  N'ko  teacher  and  member 
of  the  N'ko  organization  explained  in  great  detail  the 
relationship  between  the  educational  and  political  aspects  of 
the  National  Language  Program  and  Souleymane  Kante's  role  in 
helping  to  standardize  the  Maninka  language  to  the  Roman 
alphabet.  Interviews  34  and  55,  May  10,  1993  and  June  24, 
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process.  Considered  an  expert  because  of  the  time  he  had 
spent  examining  the  language,  Kante  accepted  the  invitation 
and  in  the  1970s  retained  his  advisory  capacity  on  language 
policy.''^ 

Despite  his  role  in  aiding  the  government's  program, 
Kante  received  no  official  support  from  the  government  for  his 
own  alphabet.  The  N'ko  alphabet  was  not  recognized  in  the 
government's  public  schools  or  in  Islamic  Quranic  schools  or 
madrasas,  nor  was  it  recognized  as  a  contribution  to  the  fight 
against  illiteracy.  N'ko  was  being  taught,  however,  by 
individuals  in  Kankan,  in  Haute-Guinee,  in  Guinea,  and  in 
Mande  speaking  communities  across  West  Africa.  N'ko  was  not 
a  language  of  instruction  for  a  curriculum  but  the  object  of 
instruction. 

N'ko  Enters  the  Public  Transcript 
The  Second  and  Third  Republics  (1984-the  present )under 
the  Susu  leadership  of  Lansana  Conte'^  have  witnessed  the 
emergence  of  a  more  varied  set  of  Mande  intellectuals.   These 


1993,  both  in  Kankan. 

94, 


Ministere  du  Domaine  de  1 'Education  et  de  la  Culture, 
"Avis  de  Reunion,"  Conakry,  September  1976,  documents 
Souleymane  Kante 's  role  as  national  advisor  on  the 
standardization  of  Maninka  language  to  the  Roman  alphabet. 

^President  Conte  distinguishes  the  Second  Republic  as  the 
military  takeover  after  Sekou  Toure's  death  until  the 
elections  of  December  1993.  He  says  that  the  elections 
demarcate  the  beginning  of  the  Third  Republic  because  he  was 
voted  into  office. 
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intellectuals  are  the  product  of  a  highly  evolved  set  of 
values  promoted  in  a  variety  of  educational  systems.   Only  now 
has  N'ko  become  a  part  of  the  "public  transcript."   Cautiously 
yet  boldly,   Mande  intellectuals  have  strengthened  Mande 
cultural  identity.  The  national  bureau  of  the  non-governmental 
organization  ICRA-N'KO  and  its  branches  in  each  of  Guinea's 
prefectures   openly  promote  the  spread  of  the  N'ko  alphabet. 
Schools  openly  teach  N'ko  as  they  had  before,   but  the 
classroom  now  includes  the  physical  plants  of  government 
schools  and  businesses  after  hours.   Moreover,  the  resulting 
literacy  is  counted  in  the  statistical  battle  being  waged 
against  illiteracy.   The  Service  National  d ' Alphabetisation 
collects  and  incorporates  the  numbers  of  students  who  have 
become  literate  in  N'ko  into  their  literacy  statistics. 
Announcements  concerning  N'ko  celebrations  like  Founder's  Day, 
April  14;  conferences  like  the  1989  Conference  on  N'ko  held  at 
the  Julius  Nyerere  University  in  Kankan;  association  meetings; 
and  general  publicity  are  published  in  journals,  viewed  on 
television,  and  heard  on  the  radio.  For  the  last  two  years, 
another  non-governmental  organization,  the  Union  Manden,  has 
been  working  to  protect,  preserve,  and  promote  Mande  culture 
in  the  Republic  of  Guinea.   In  1994,  they  identified  N'ko  as 
a  valuable  cultural  component,  and  they  hold  N'ko  classes  on 
Friday  afternoons  in  Conakry.   However,  July  of  1994  witnessed 
the  official  censure  of  the  Union  Manden  for  its  political 
overtones.   Although  technically  outlawed,  the  Union  Manden 
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continues  its  activities  by  continuing  to  promote  N'ko 
education  and  by  itself  communicating  in  N'ko. 

Conclusion 

A  textured  mosaic  of  discourses  defines  Mande  identity 
today.  This  community  identity  has  been  articulated  through 
a  process  in  which  the  consonance  of  a  resonant  culture  has 
been  compromised  by  the  dissonant  actions  of  vital  and  vivid 
heroic/historic  actors  since  the  empire  period.''^  Mande 
personalities  such  as  Sundiata,  Mansa  Musa,  Samori  Toure, 
Alpha  Kabine  Kaba,  Sekou  Fantamady  Cherif,  Sekou  Toure,  and 
Souleymane  Kante  have  been  joined  by  foreign  interlopers  like 
Louis  Archinard,  Maurice  Delafosse,  Louis  Faidherbe,  Henri 
Labouret,  Charles  Monteil,  and  William  Ponty  in  a  debate  over 
Mande  identity.  By  incorporating  new  ideas  and  technologies, 
Mande  intellectuals  have  defined  and  redefined  Mande  identity 
as  society  has  changed.  They  are  compelled  to  create  an 
identity  consistent  with  changing  cultural  values.  As  culture 
has  accommodated  and  associated  change,  various  streams  of 
discourse  have  emerged  to  negotiate  the  articulation  of  Mande 
identity. 

The  latest  discourse  to  address  the  debate  over  cultural 
identity  is  that  from  the  promoters  of  N'ko  literacy.  At 
present,  the  Union  Manden  of  Guinea  is  encouraging  Mande 


'^Oral  traditions  such  as  the  epic  poem  about  Sundiata 
demonstrate  the  role  of  the  qriot/jeli  as  an  intellectual  who 
defines  identity. 
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speakers  to  acquire  literacy  in  the  N'ko  alphabet  because  it 
is  culturally  significant.'^  The  non-governmental 
organization,  ICRA-N'KO,  supports  the  dissemination  of  N'ko. 
Control  over  language  and  now  literacy  reverberates  throughout 
the  discussion  of  cultural  identity. 


'''  Explained  to  me  in  a  formal  presentation  at  a  meeting 
with  the  Union  Manden  on  July  22,  1994,  in  Conakry,  Republic 
of  Guinea. 


CHAPTER  4 
CHILDREN  OF  THE  BRIGHT  COUNTRY 

".  .  .  kingdoms  and  empires  are  in  the  likeness  of  man;  like 
him  they  are  born,  they  grow,  and  disappear.  Each  sovereign 
embodies   one  moment   of  that   life." 

Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


Souleymane  Kante  was  born  in  the  southern  marches  of  the 
Mande  heartland.  As  one  of  the  "Children  of  the  Bright 
Country,  "  he  may  have  laid  the  ground  work  for  what  could 
become  a  political  campaign  to  reunify  the  region  under  Mande 
rule.  Not  since  Samori  (1870-1898)  has  a  significant  region 
of  West  Africa  been  unified  under  Mande  leadership.  Samori 
unified  the  region  by  force  of  arms,  a  military  campaign.  The 
new  campaign,  however,  is  proceeding  by  force  of  cultural 
identity,  a  literacy  campaign  based  on  Souleymane  Kante 's  N'ko 
script . 

This  chapter  sketches  the  history  of  the  Maninka  speakers 
of  Kankan  and  its  environs,  the  region  in  which  Souleymane 
Kante  emerged  as  an  indigenous  leader  and  to  which  he  returned 
to  begin  the  grassroots  movement  to  disseminate  the  N'ko 
alphabet.  First,  to  establish  the  cultural  community  that 
later  nourished  the  innovator,  the  chapter  begins  with  a 
discussion  of  the  Bate  region  (Kankan)  just  prior  to  the  reign 
of  Samori.  The  sources  for  this  local  history  include  oral 
interviews  with  the  Kante  family,  who  provided  details  of 
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their  family's  history.  They  also  include  the  writings  of  a 
number  of  historians  from  Kankan,  some  of  them  local  research 
students  writing  to  fulfill  university  graduation 
requirements  J  These  are  supplemented  with  secondary  works  by 
scholars  known  for  their  regional  expertise.  Experts  on  the 
Samori  period  establish  the  changing  context  of  the  community 
into  which  the  period's  events  deposited  Amara  Kante, 
Souleymane  Kante 's  father. 

The  chapter  then  describes  the  economic,  social,  and 
political  conditions  of  Kankan  and  its  environs  under  colonial 
rule  from  1890-1939,  the  period  of  Kante's  childhood  and 
education — his  formative  years.  Interview  transcripts  and 
written  accounts  published  by  first-hand  observers  provide  the 
sources  for  this  period.  These  allow  us  to  investigate 
Souleymane  Kante's  personal  history  and  the  colonial 
environment  that  helped  shape  him  until  1942  when  he  left  the 
region. 

The  Cultural  Foundation  of  Kankan  and  its  Environs — 

1775-1870 

During  the  period  immediately  prior  to  the  era  of  Samori, 

Kankan  was  a  theocratic  state.   The  rulership  of  Kankan  had 

been  hotly  contested  by  non-Muslims  and  Muslims  in  the 


^Students  are  required  to  write  a  local,  regional,  or 
national  history  monograph  based  upon  primary  sources  which 
may  include  archival  documents,  first  hand  accounts  by 
European  explorers  and  colonizers,  and  interviews  with  local 
informants . 
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eighteenth  century.  A  more  pronounced  division  still  existed 
between  the  region's  two  groups  at  this  early  date.^  Although 
there  were  more  non-Muslims,  the  Muslims  eventually  claimed  a 
commercial  and  political  monopoly  in  the  region.  Kankan's 
last  general  threat  by  non-Muslims  came  with  the  attack  by 
the  Konde  Bourama.  The  attack  forced  many  Muslims,  led  by  the 
Kaba  family,  to  retreat  into  the  hills  of  the  Fouta  Djallon. 
Regional  insecurity  resulted  in  the  destruction  of  many  Arabic 
documents  and  the  fiery  destruction  of  Kankan.^  Alpha  Kabine 
Kaba  took  the  leadership  that  eventually  restored  Kankan  to 
its  previous  position  as  a  theocratic  state.  The  Maninka-mory 
created  a  cadre  of  intellectuals  in  the  region  through 
education.  These  Bate  intellectuals  controlled  religious  and 
administrative  knowledge  through  the  use  of  spoken  and  written 
Arabic.  They  subscribed  to  a  low-key  promotion  of  Islamization 
by  gradually  educating  the  region's  population  into  the 
brotherhood  of  Islam. ^ 


^Emile  Leynaud  and  Youssouf  Cisse,  Paysans  Malinke  du 
Haut  Niger  (Tradition  et  developpement  rural  en  Afrique 
Soudanaise ,  (Bamako,  Mali:  Edition  Imprimerie  Populaire  du 
Mali,  1978),  p.  37. 

•'p.  Humblot,  "Kankan:  Metropole  de  la  Haute-Guinee, " 
L'Afrique  Fran^aise:  Renseiqnements  Coloniaux  et  Documents, 
No.  6,  juin  1921,  p.  163. 

^Kefing  Conde,  Professor  of  History  at  the  Gamal  Abdel 
Nasser  University  in  Conakry;  Louis  Brenner  writes  about 
changes  in  Muslim  identity  in  the  West  African  soudan.  Louis 
Brenner,  "Constructing  Muslim  Identities  in  Mali,"  in  Muslim 
Identity  and  Social  Change  in  Sub-Saharan  Africa,  ed.  Louis 
Brenner,  ( Bloomington,  IN:  Indiana  University  Press,  1993), 
p.  63. 
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Until  the  introduction  of  the  Oumarian  Tijaniyya  Sufi 
Order  in  the  nineteenth  century,^  the  Qadiriyya  Sufi  Order 
dominated  the  religious  life  in  the  Bate  and  drew  upon  social, 
economic,  and  political  interests  to  define  itself.  Qadiriyya 
scholars  insisted  upon  the  founding  of  a  "pure"  Muslim 
community  through  voluntary  participation  which  excluded  using 
violence  in  the  recruitment  of  membership  to  the  brotherhood.^ 
The  Tijaniyya  sect  of  El  Hadj  Oumar  Tall,  on  the  other  hand, 
set  itself  apart  in  the  Muslim  community  by  offering  the 
political  alternative  to  the  violence  of  jihad  in  the 
recruitment  of  non-Muslim  converts.  The  Tijaniyya  movement 
began  with  Tail's  recruitment  of  Muslim  scholars  and  his 
prolific  writings  explaining  the  essence  of  Tijani  character. 
By  redefining  the  Muslim  character  through  law,  the  Muslim 
Tijani  scholars  portrayed  a  rejuvenated  religion  doing  battle 
with  non-believers.  The  intensive  political  struggles  that 
occurred  among  Muslims  refocused  community  identity  as  a 
choice  between  Muslims  and  non-Muslims.^  As  the  Tijaniyya 


^Kefing  Conde  identifies  the  origin  of  the  Qadiriyya  as 
eleventh  century  Iraq  and  the  origin  of  Tijaniyya  as  1781  in 
Algeria.  Humblot  (p.  138)  described  the  Muslims  of  Kankan  as 
neither  mystics  nor  fanatics  [largely  describing  the  Qadiriyya 
sect]  and  that  the  Tijaniyya  sect  had  been  introduced  into 
Kankan  by  Alfa  Mohammodou. 

'^Brenner,   "Muslim  Identities,"  p.  62. 

''ihid.,    p.  64. 
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spread  into  Qadiriyya  areas,  Muslims  from  both  orders  learned 
to  adopt  attitudes  of  mutual  tolerance.^ 

Sociopolitical  organization  in  the  pre-Samorian  era  was 
derived  from  a  blend  of  locally  indigenous  non-Islamic  customs 
and  strengthening  Quranic  influences.  Under  the  Islamic 
leadership  of  the  Maninka-mory ,  Kankan  became  ".  .  .  the 
religious,  intellectual,  and  commercial  center  for  all  Dyula 
groups  from  the  Upper  Niger  to  the  edge  of  the 
forest."'  The  political  and  administrative  realm  was  a  blend 
of  local  clan  organization  and  the  influence  of  Islamic  law.""^ 
The  pattern  of  political  administration  for  Kankan  and  the 
villages  of  the  Bate  was  based  on  gerontocracy.  The  political 
administrative  life  of  the  community  was  under  the  chief  of 
the  community,  who  was  the  eldest  living  descendant  of  its 
founder.  Assisting  him  in  an  advisory  role  were  family, 
lineage,  or  clan  elders.  Those  in  charge  of  political 
administration  assured  the  dispensation  of  justice,  the 
recruitment  of  labor  for  public  works,  and  the  functioning  of 
the  law  including  Islamic  law,  local  custom,  and  sometimes  a 


Louis  Brenner,  West  African  Sufi  The  Religious  Heritage 
&  Spiritual  Search  of  Cerno  Bokar  Saalif  Taal ,  (Berkeley,  CA: 
University  of  California  Press,  1984),  p.  21. 

'Yves  Person,  "Samori  and  Resistance  to  the  French,"  in 
Protest  and  Power  in  Black  Africa,  Robert  I.  Rotberg  and  Ali 
A.  Ma,  eds.,  (New  York:  Oxford  University  Press,  1970),  p. 
82. 

^°Boundiala  Conde,  "L'Universite  Traditionnelle  Coranique 
de  Kankan  des  Origines  a  1 ' Implantation  Coloniale,"  Senior 
Thesis,  Universite  Julius  Nyerere,  Kankan,  p.  12. 
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syncretism  of  the  two.''''  The  theocratic  state  established  in 
Kankan  in  the  late  eighteenth  century  ruled  a  much  larger  non- 
Muslim  population.  Not  until  the  nineteenth  century  did  a 
more  general  population  living  in  the  savanna  become  Islamized 
under  the  leadership  of  Al-Hajj  Oumar  Tall  and  Samori  Toure. 
Supported  by  a  well-watered  savanna  plateau,  the  economy 
of  the  Bate  has  been  based  for  the  whole  of  the  present 
millennium  on  farming,  animal  grazing,  fishing,  hunting, 
artisan  work,  and  commerce. ^^  Kankan's  location  on  the  Milo 
River  placed  it  at  the  strategic  intersection  of  savanna  trade 
routes  connecting  the  sahel  and  the  forest.  The  Maninka-mory 
settlers,  who  were  important  by  the  sixteenth  century, 
intensified  Kankan's  trade  connection.  Most  of  the  Maninka- 
speaking  traders,  known  as  the  Dyula,  who  plied  these  routes 
were  Muslims  trading  products  and  spreading  Islam. ^^  Thus 
Maninka  traders  spread  both  the  Maninka  language  and  Islam 
from  the  savanna  into  the  forest  region.^''  The  Dyula  collected 


^^Bolivard  Koikoi  Grovogui,  "Place  de  la  Baraka  dans  la 
Morale  du  Manding — Centre  d' Application:  Kankan,"  Senior 
Thesis,  Universite  Julius  Nyerere  de  Kankan,  July  15,  1991,  p. 
18;  Humblot,  p.  140. 

""^Mody  Oury  Barry,  "Analyse  Sociologigue  de 
1 ' Interpenetration  de  la  Tradition  et  du  Modernisme  dans  les 
Activites  Socio-culturelles  en  Guinee — Centre  d'Application: 
Prefecture  de  Kankan,"  Senior  Thesis,  Julius  Nyerere 
University  of  Kankan,  1991,  pp.  6-9. 

''^Brenner,  Sufi,  p.  37. 

^^Claude  Riviere,  "Bilan  de  1 '  Islamisation  en  Guinee," 
Afrique  Documents,  No.  105-106,  Cinquieme  et  Sixieme  Cahier, 
1969,  pp.  338-339. 


109 
products  for  export  throughout  the  interior  to  exchange  for 
trade  goods  at  the  coast.  In  many  cases,  the  traders  made 
credit  arrangements  with  suppliers  in  the  interior.  The  Dyula 
would  leave  the  imported  merchandise  such  as  cloth  goods  with 
purchasers  en  route  into  the  hinterland  and  collect  payment  in 
indigenous  exports  on  the  return  trip  to  the  coast.  As  the 
payoff  for  a  life  within  the  Mande  trade  diaspora,  these  Dyula 
traders  made  profits  which  sometimes  reached  from  three  to 
four  hundred  percent. ^^ 

The  region  along  the  banks  of  the  Milo  River  was  one 
where  Islamized  Mande  settled,  thrived,  and  formed  a  complex 
hierarchy. ^^  The  highest  social  class  was  that  of  the 
"nobles."  Its  members  were  descended  from  the  founders  of  each 
village,  the  first  settlers  of  the  land.  The  founding  family 
of  Kankan,  for  example,  is  the  Kaba  family.  Next  in  rank  were 
the  "free  men."  These  families  were  allied  with  the  founding 
family  by  kinship  or  friendship.  Generally,  there  was  a  pact 
among  these  families. ^^  In  Kankan,  the  family  names  Conde, 
Cherif,  Toure,  Diane,  Fofana,  Kakoro,  Cisse,  Wague,  Traore, 


^^Jean  Suret-Canale, "L'Economie  de  traite  en  Afrique  Noire 
sous  domination  frangaise  (1900-1914),"  Recherches  Africaines: 
Etudes  Guineennes,  No.  2  avril-juin,  1960,  p.  6.  French 
historian  Jean  Suret-Canale  is  the  premier  historian  on  the 
history  of  Guinea. 

^•^Claude  Riviere,  "Inegalities  dans  1 'Organisation  Sociale 
Malinke,"  in  Cultures  et  Developpement :  Revue  Internationale 
de  Sciences  du  Developpement ,  Vol.  5,  No.  2,  1973,  p.  285 

^'^Ihid.,    p.  288. 
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and  Camara  represent  this  group. ^^  The  next  social  division 
was  the  small  endogamous  pseudo-caste  of  jeli  represented  in 
Kankan  by  the  names  of  Kouyate  and  Dioubate.  Following  the 
jeli,  the  social  division  of  artisans  or  Nyamakala  represented 
the  professions  of  potters,  sculptors,  and  iron  workers. 
Finally,  the  captives,  those  who  had  been  brought  back  to 
Kankan  as  prisoners  of  war  or  people  who  could  not  pay  their 
debts,  filled  the  lowest  social  level  with  a  pool  of  manpower. 
These  people,  however,  either  purchased  their  freedom  or 
integrated  themselves  into  the  families  of  their  owners  by  the 
third  generation  of  association.  They  were  replaced  by  future 
captives.  ^^  Captives  controlled  by  merchants  were  used  as 
porters  in  the  long-distance  trade.  Those  controlled  by  the 
village  king/chief  may  have  been  used  as  a  part  of  the 
military.  Others  with  artisan  skills  produced  goods  for  sale, 
the  profits  of  which  guaranteed  them  their  freedom. ^° 

Today,  the  distinction  between  freemen,  the  caste-like 
groups  of  jeli  and  artisans,  and  captives  has  been  formally 
eliminated;^^  however,  the  distinction  covertly  exists  within 
group/class  attitudes  based  on  name  or  previous  familial 
associations.   Another  form  of  social  organization  among  the 


^^Boundiala  Conde,  p.  11. 

'^'^Ihid.  ,    p.  11-12. 

^°Yves  Person,  "Esclavage  et  Captivite  dans  la  Societe 
Malenke,"  in  Bulletin  de  Liaison  des  Professeurs  d'Histoire  et 
de  Geogrpahie  d'Afrique  et  de  Madagascar,  pp. 37-38. 

^^Riviere,  "Organisation,"  p.  286. 
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Maninka  speakers  is  the  age-grade  associations  for  both  men 
and  women,  called  the  sede.  In  Kankan  proper,  there  are  five 
groups  based  upon  age.  Members  meet  regularly  and  work 
together  for  the  mutual  promotion  of  economic  development  and 
cultural  conservation.^^ 

During  the  pre-Samorian  period  Kankan  was  known  for  its 
Quranic  schools.  In  the  second  half  of  the  eighteenth 
century,  Maninka-speaking  Islamic  leader  Alpha  Kabine  Kaba 
built  Kankan's  Grand  Mosque  (1775)  and  established  a 
relationship  between  Kankan  and  the  Islamic  empire  of  Al-Hajj 
Oumar  Tall  in  the  Fouta  Djallon.  Informants  remembered  that 
the  Tijaniyya  sect  came  to  Kankan  in  the  early  nineteenth 
century  when  an  intermediary  of  Oumar  Tall  from  Dinguiraye 
brought  the  new  form  of  Islam  to  the  chief  of  the  Dyinkon 
family. ^^  Kankan's  association  with  the  Tall  empire  led  to  its 
transformation  into  a  center  for  Quranic  school  education. ^^ 
Tijani  contact  influenced  the  creation  of  a  new  educational 
structure  in  Kankan  remembered  today  as  "1 'Universite 
Traditionnelle  Coranique  de  Kankan. "^^  The  quality  of 
education  improved  with  the  adaptation  of  the  Zawiya  school 
structure  and  pedagogy  from  the  Islamic  scholars  of  the  Fouta 


^^Grovogui,  p.  17. 

"interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan, 

^^Boundiala  Conde,  p.  19-20. 

^^IJbid.  ,  p. 21-22. 
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Djallon.  El  Hadj  Amadou  Cherif  was  the  first  marabout  to 
apply  this  high  form  of  Quranic  education  in  Kankan. 

The  central  idea  of  the  new  educational  structure 
revolved  around  the  conceptualization  of  the  word  Zawiya. 
First,  the  term  means  "corner,"  and  it  was  associated  with  a 
school's  relationship  to  the  mosque.  Secondly,  the  term  is 
conceptualized  as  a  monastery  where  students  would  be  secluded 
to  learn.  ^^  Schools  were  placed  on  radial  arms  surrounding 
the  Grand  Mosque.  From  two  to  four  hundred  students  would 
lodge  together  at  a  special  enclosure  in  the  home  of  the 
teacher.  Depending  upon  the  depth  and  breadth  of  instruction 
requested  by  the  parents,  the  period  of  instruction  took  from 
seven  to  seventeen  years. ^^ 

In  1827,  Rene  Caillie  visited  Kankan,  identifying  it  as 
capital  of  the  Kankan  District.  He  situated  Kankan  on  the 
left  bank  of  the  Milo  River,  a  river  which  provided  for  the 
people  through  its  seasonal  flooding  and  riverain  trade 
network.  He  depicted  Kankan  as  a  small  town  surrounded  by  a 
thick  hedge,  having  two  opposing  entrances  from  the  east  and 
from  the  west.  Caillie  estimated  the  population  of  Kankan  to 
be  not  more  than  six  thousand  people  who  were  situated  in  a 
fertile  plain.  Fanning  out  from  the  town  were  plantations 
with  small  slave  villages  called  ourondes .       The  plantations 


^^Boundiala  Conde,  p.  22. 
^'^Ihid.  ,    pp.  27-28. 
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produced  yams,  maize,  rice,  foigne,  onions,  pistachio-nuts, 
and  gombo    [today  in  Kankan,  the  term  gombo   means  okra].^^ 

Caillie  described  Kankan ' s  political  and  judicial 
operations.  The  chief,  dougou-tigi,  did  not  rule  alone.  He 
depended  upon  a  council  of  elders  which  met  together  with  him 
in  the  mosque.^''  Caillie  observed  that  the  meetings  were 
orderly  and  subdued.  The  decisions  were  slowly  and  cautiously 
made  to  avoid  error  in  the  decision-making  process. ^°  While 
Caillie  observed  that  the  rulership  and  leadership  of  the 
community  was  in  the  hands  of  Muslims,  he  described  a  large 
number  of  people  from  the  countryside  and  from  towns  nearby 
who  were  not  Muslims.  In  fact,  Kankan  was  often  at  war  with 
these  communities  in  an  effort  to  convince  their  populations 
to  accept  Islam. ■'^ 

Posing  as  an  Arab,  Caillie  spent  much  time  in  the  mosque. 
He  observed  the  mosque's  construction  itself  as  being  earthen, 
which  may  have  been  the  sahelian  architecture  of  sun  dried 
brick  with  a  stucco-like  exterior.  Caillie  indicated  that  the 
mosque  had  one  solid  wall  that  faced  east  and  each  of  the 
other  walls  had  doors.    The  interior  was  arranged  into 


^^Rene  Caillie,  Travels  through  Central  Africa  to 
Timbuctoo  and  across  the  Great  Desert  ,  to  Morocco  performed 
in  the  Years  1824-1828,  Volume  I,  (Frank  Cass  &  Co.,  Ltd., 
1968),  pp.  280-281. 

^'Caillie  (p.  281)  observed  that  the  inhabitants  of  Kankan 
were  all  Muslims  who  disliked  pagans  and  infidels. 

^°Ibid.,    p.  281. 

^''iJbid.,  p. 281. 
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corridors  by  the  pillars  that  supported  the  roof.  He  reported 
that  the  women  had  their  own  mosque  since  they  were  not 
allowed  to  worship  with  the  men.  These  mosques  were 
constructed  from  straw  which,  Caillie  commented,  made  them 
airy.  Caillie  described  his  participation  in  the  Muslim 
religious  service,  commenting  that  the  prayers  were  short  and 
that  the  mosque's  spiritual  leader  then  read  directly  from  the 
Quran.  ^^ 

At  Kankan ' s  market,  which  during  this  period  was  only 
held  three  times  a  week,  Caillie  witnessed  the  exchange  of 
merchandise  from  as  far  away  as  Sierra  Leone,  the  Gambia,  and 
Senegal.  Mande-speaking  merchants  participated  in  the  long 
distance  regional  trade.  By  being  a  major  trade  town  on  the 
route  to  Siguiri,  Kankan  experienced  its  neighbor's  wealth 
from  the  Boure's  gold  fields.  Caillie  did  not  have  the 
opportunity  to  witness  the  regional  gold  trade  because  the 
war  between  the  two  towns  had  curtailed  it.  He  did  observe  a 
brisk  trade  between  Kankan  and  its  neighbors. ^^ 

Amara  Kante's  Arrival  in  the  Region  During 
the  Samori  Period — Kankan  1870-1890 

Samori  conquered  an  enormous  area,  within  which  diverse 

territories  had  varying  ties  to  Islamic  tradition. ^'^   In  the 


"Caillie,  p.  257. 

"ijbid.,  p.  263,  280-281. 

^^Person,  "Samori  and  Resistance,"  p.  87. 
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northern  part  of  his  empire,  around  Kankan,  Islam  had  spread 
from  an  established  centralized  source  to  become  a  powerful 
political  force.  In  the  southern  part  of  the  state,  on  the 
other  hand,  Muslims  traders  and  clerics  still  lived  under  the 
political  domination  of  non-Muslims,  gathering  together  in 
separate  quarters  of  towns  or  villages. -^^  Samori's  empire 
reflected  the  cooperation  among  Muslims  and  non-Muslims  to 
establish  a  peaceful  environment  that  would  ensure  the 
security  of  the  trade  routes  and  ultimately  ensure  the 
financial  security  of  the  region. ^^ 

Samori  later  chose  Islam  as  the  unifying  force  by  which 
he  could  legitimatize  his  personal  rule  over  the  empire  and  by 
which  he  could  bind  the  populations  of  the  region  together 
under  his  domination.  Samori  hoped  to  consolidate  his  empire 
to  face  the  increasing  threat  of  the  French  empire  builders. 
After  adding  Kankan  to  his  empire  in  1881  and  driving  the  Kaba 
family  into  exile, ^^  Samori   declared  his  personal  conversion 


■'^Yves  Person,  "Samori  and  Islam,"  in  Studies  in  West 
African  Islamic  History:  The  Cultivators  of  Islam,  Volume  1, 
John  Ralph  Willis,  ed.,  (London:  Frank  Cass,  1979),  pp. 262- 
263. 

■'^ervyn  Hiskett,  The  Development  of  Islam  in  West  Africa, 
(New  York:   Longman,  1984),  p.  242. 

^''Kankan 's  physical  fate  continued  to  be  tied  to  the 
spirit  of  Islam.  Its  refusal  to  assist  Samori's  attack  on 
fellow  Muslims  brought  a  besieged  Kankan  to  its  knees  in  1881. 
Rather  than  be  subjected  to  the  tyranny  of  Samori,  the  ruling 
Kaba  family  was  forced  to  abandon  its  home  and  sought  shelter 
and  support  in  the  Fouta  Djallon  with  the  family  of  Oumar 
Tall.  With  the  absence  of  the  true  founders,  Samori  appointed 
Batrouba  Laye  Cherif  from  his  own  Muslim  supporters  to  rule 
Kankan.   Ten  years  later  when  Karamo  Daye  Kaba  brought  relief 
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to  Islam  and  began  to  incorporate  Islamic  advisors  into  his 
council.  Under  the  tutelage  of  the  most  respected  Qadiriyya 
shaykh  of  Kankan,  Karamo  Sidiki  Cherif,^^  Samori  strove  for  and 
achieved  a  senior  level  of  Islamic  education.  Supporting 
Islamic  custom,  Samori  commanded  that  all  his  subjects  pay 
their  village  shaykhs .  Politicizing  Islam,  he  established 
religious  teachers  as  auxiliaries  to  his  political  agents. -^^ 
These  teachers  began  the  subtle  Islamization  of  all  the 
empire's  children.  He  took  the  title  of  Almami  (leader)  at 
the  close  of  Ramadan  in  1884.  In  November  1886,  he  announced 
the  forced  conversion  to  Islam  of  all  his  subjects,  his  own 
family  included. ^° 

Children  from  throughout  Samori 's  empire  could  be  found 
in  the  vicinity  of  Kankan  and  the  Bate  region.   They  were 


from  suppression  in  the  form  of  French  troops,  Batrouba  Laye 
Cherif  burned  Kankan,  an  act  which  disgraced  the  Cherif  family 
until  the  rise  of  the  renown  religious  cleric  Fanta  Madi 
Cherif  in  1922.  The  French  reinstated  the  Kabas  as  the  rulers 
of  Kankan,  because  they  were  the  descendants  of  the  original 
founders.  With  promises  of  a  brighter  future,  the  citizens  of 
Kankan  returned  to  rebuild  their  city.  Claude  Riviere, 
"Islam,"  pp.  332-333.  Humblot  (pp.  153  and  138  respectively) 
explained  that  when  colonel  Archinard  entered  Kankan  on  April 
7,  1891,  that  the  village  was  burned  and  abandoned. 
Furthermore,  he  identified  Daye  Kaba,  who  had  delivered  Kankan 
to  the  French,  as  Kankan's  interim  leader  until  Mori  Kaba  was 
freed  from  captivity  and  reinstated  to  that  position. 


^^Claude  Riviere  identifies  this  as  the  father  of  Fanta 
Madi  Cherif,  the  famous  religious  leader  of  Kankan, 
"Islamisation, "  p.  333. 

^'person,  "Samori  and  Islam,"  pp.  270-271. 

^°Person,  "Samori  and  Resistance,"  pp.  90-91. 
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placed  into  the  schools  of  Kankan's  Islamic  scholars,  such  as 
Camarala,  Tourela,  Cherifoula,  and  Kabada.  Amara  Kante  found 
himself  in  the  school  of  Sidikiba  Cherif,  one  of  the  schools 
at  Soumankoyin  thirteen  kilometers  outside  of  Kankan. 

According  to  the  Kante  family,  its  history  begins  in 
Mali.  Amara  Kante 's  grandfather  was  Mory  Kante^^  and  his 
father  was  Amidou  Kante.  His  mother  was  Nanyalen  Kaba 
Kourouma  from  Sabadou  Sansando.^^  Amara ' s  youngest  son  says 
that  his  grandfather  Amidou  came  from  Kenekou  about  seventy 
kilometers  from  Bamako. ^^  Another  son  specifically  identified 
Segu,  Mali,  as  the  family's  ancestral  home.^  Both  Mory  and  his 
son  are  reported  to  have  been  educated  merchants,  merchants 
engaged  in  selling  herds  of  cattle,  sheep  and  goats.  Amara 
Kante,  Souleymane  Kante's  father,  came  from  the  region  of 
Wassolon.^^  He  was  ultimately  to  emerge  as  an  innovator  in  his 
own  right,  shaping  the  cultural  politics  of  Islam  and 
foreshadowing  Souleymane 's  contribution.  One  family  member 
reported  that  the  Samori  war  found  Amidou  and  his  family  in 
Wassolon  where  he  and  his  wife  died  at  a  young  age  after  a 


^^Group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin  with  a  member  of  Souleymane  Kante's  paternal  family. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan  with  a  member  of 
Souleymane  Kante's  paternal  family. 

^^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin 
with  a  member  of  Souleymane  Kante's  paternal  family. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan  with  a  member 
of  Souleymane  Kante's  extended  family. 
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Kenekou — Possible   ancestral   home   of   Amara   Kantc's 
grandfather 


Figure  4:  KANTfi  FAMILY  MOVEMENT 

Family  informants  have  placed  the  ancestral  home  of 
the  Kantc  family  around  the  area  of  Segu,  Mali. 
The  Samori  Revolution  transplanted  Amara  Kantc  to 
the  vicinty  of  Kankan. 
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disease  decimated  their  herds.  ^^  Another  family  member 
reported  that  as  the  family's  first  born  male,  Amara  was  taken 
away  after  Samori  subdued  the  region.^''  Amara 's  status  as  the 
only  male  child  in  the  family  is  corroborated  by  his  only 
surviving  wife  who  stated  that  he  was  the  only  son  of  ten 
children/^  In  any  case,  Amara  was  relocated.  Samori  is 
reported  to  have  sent  all  of  the  children  from  the  Wassolon 
region  to  the  Bate's  Quranic  schools. 

Quranic  education  was  organized  around  Quranic  scholars 
who  were  experts  in  specific  disciplines  of  Islam. '^^  A  student 
whose  family  had  chosen  for  him  the  life  of  a  Quranic  scholar 
would  move  from  one  scholar  to  another.  When  such  a  Quranic 
student  learned  the  extent  of  one  tutor's  knowledge,  he  would 
go  on  to  study  with  others. ^°  Amara  was  such  a  student.  His 
children  explained  that  he  studied  with  a  Quranic  scholar  in 
Soumankoyin  until  he  himself  could  teach  as  well  as  his 
mentor.   Then  his  mentor  sent  him  to  other  learned  men  to 


^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan  with  a  member 
of  Souleymane  Kante's  extended  family. 

^''Group  Interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou  with 
members  of  the  maternal  side  of  Souleymane's  family. 

^In  group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin  one  informant  was  the  120  year  old  surviving  wife  of 
Amara  Kante. 

^'This  methodology  was  similar  to  that  of  European 
education  where  students  sought  out  specific  knowledge  by 
studying  with  scholars  at  particular  universities. 
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Hiskett,  p.  57 
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complete  his  education  by  mastering  additional  texts.  ^^  One 
of  Amara's  sons  claimed  that  he  participated  in  the  learning 
process  at  one  hundred  ten  different  schools  in  the  region.  ^^ 
Another  son  recounted  that  Amara  considered  this  educational 
quest  to  be  a  great  adventure  in  the  search  for  knowledge. ^^ 
Family  members  remembered  that  by  the  time  Amara  opened 
his  own  school  at  Soumankoyin,  he  had  already  established  a 
scholarly  reputation  throughout  the  region.  After  three 
years,  Amara  asked  to  relocate  his  school  at  Kolonin  because 
of  the  large  number  of  students  who  sought  him  out.^''  At  the 
time  Amara  began  his  career,  instruction  at  the  eight  well- 
known  Quranic  schools  in  the  area  was  considered  to  be  an 
arduous  task.  Amara,  however,  set  out  to  simplify  instruction 
and  claimed  to  impart  in  three  years  at  his  school  at 
Soumankoyin-Kolonin  the  equivalent  of  what  was  being 
accomplished  in  nine  years  at  the  other  schools  of  the  Bate.^^ 
By  reducing  the  amount  of  time  required  to  learn  and  translate 
Arabic,  Arama  Kante  "demystified"  Islam  and  the  craft  of  its 
clerics  and  teachers. 


^''interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 

^■'Croup  Interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin. 

^'^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 

^^Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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The  Sociopolitical  Milieu  into  which 
Souleymane  Kante  was  Born — Kankan  1890-1922 

Kankan,  the  capital  of  the  Bate,  is  today  a  part  of 

Haute-Guinee  in  the  Republic  of  Guinea.   During  the  struggle 

over  rulership  of  Kankan,  the  Kaba  family  invited  the  French 

into  Kankan  in  1890  by  asking  for  military  assistance.   The 

French  considered  the  Bate  to  be  a  part  of  what  they  called 

the   French  Soudan  (modern-day  Mali).   In  1890,  the  French 

transferred  it  to  the  Rivieres  du  Sud,  a  political  division 

with  a  coastal  orientation.^^  The  following  year,  the  people 

of  Kankan  and  the  Bate  (the  southern  Soudan)  who  had  belonged 

to  the  larger  Mande-speaking  populations  of  the  French  Soudan 

were  stripped  from  the  greater  Soudan  by  the  decree  of 

December  17,  1891,  which  added  Siguiri,  Kouroussa,  Dinguiraye, 

and  Kankan  to  the  colony  Guinee  Fran<;aise  (Guinea).^''   Regions 

to   the   south   such   as   Beyla,   N'Zerekore,   Macenta,   and 

Kissidougou  were  also  added  to  Guinee  Frangaise  in  that  year.^^ 

The  Cercle  de  Faranah,  which  controlled  the  routes  into  Sierra 

Leone,  was  taken  from  the  Soudan  and  added  to  Guinee  Frangaise 


^^Jean  Suret-Canale,  La  Republigue  de  Guinee.  (Paris: 
Editions  Sociales,  1970),   p.  82. 

^^Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  84. 

^^Djibril  Tamsir  Niane  has  recorded  one  version  of  the 
Mande  oral  tradition  of  the  Sundiata  epic  as  well  as  having 
written  history  books  and  textbooks  for  fellow  students  of 
Guinean  history.  Republigue  de  Guinee:  Histoire,  5e  et  6e 
annees  primaires,  (Paris:  Les  Nouvelles  Editions  Africaines, 
1986),  p.  83. 
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in  1895.^'  The  colony  of  Guinee  Frangaise  took  its  final  shape 
with  the  addition  of  the  Fouta  Djallon  in  1896  after  the 
defeat  of  Almamy  Bokar  Biro  of  Poredaka.^°  The  colony  became 
a  part  of  the  larger  block  of  French  directed  lands  and 
peoples  of  West  Africa  designated  as  I'Afrigue  Occidentale 
Frangaise  (AOF)  in  1895/''  The  decree  of  October  17,  1899, 
defined  Guinea's  permanent  borders.  ^^ 

The  French  successfully  implemented  a  policy  of  divide 
and  conquer  by  grouping  assorted  blocks  of  diverse  populations 
into  the  colony  Guinee  Frangaise.  The  colony's  twenty  or  more 
linguistic  groups  found  it  difficult  to  unite  against  French 
domination.  The  colony  also  took  in  competing  forms  of  Islam, 
and  subtle  antagonisms  diverted  the  attention  of  the  faithful 
from  the  common  enemy.  Maninka  speakers  in  the  southern 
Soudan  (Haute  Guinee)  of  Guinee  Frangaise  were  separated  from 
the  Mande  speakers  in  Mali's  portion  of  the  heartland  and 
hence  rendered  impotent  in  any  effort  to  unify  against  the 
French  empire."   The  emancipation  of  slaves  and  captives  in 


^'Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  84. 

^°Niane,  Histoire,  p.  83. 

^^Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  84. 

^^Ihid.,    p.  84. 

"C.  Harrison,  T.B.  Ingawa,  and  S.  M.  Martin  tell  us  that 
at  the  local  level  boundaries  changed  frequently  because  of 
the  administration's  desire  to  shift  the  "ethnic  balance" 
within  the  colonies.  "The  Establishment  of  Colonial  Rule  in 
West  Africa,  c . 1900-1914, "  in  History  of  West  Africa,  Volume 
Two,  edited  by  J.F.A.  Ajayi  and  Michael  Crowder,  (London: 
Longman,  1987),   p.  488. 
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the  early  twentieth  century  generated  colonial  allies  among  a 
newly  created  population  of  freedmen.  The  French  proposed 
also  to  create  allies  by  producing  a  cadre  of  intellectuals 
who  would  be  loyal  to  the  administration  and  who  could  be 
transformed  by  education  into  civil  servants  entrusted  with 
the  implementation  of  governmental  policy.  These  men  would  no 
longer  answer  to  local  customs  and  would  undermine  the 
cohesiveness  of  social  and  cultural  organization  in  the 
region.^''* 

Souleymane  Kante  would  ultimately  challenge  many  of  the 
bases  of  French  rule  by  presenting  an  indigenous  alternative 
to  French  literacy,  by  uniting  the  Maninka  speakers  in  a 
cultural  movement,  and  by  creating  texts  which  the  ordinary 
people  of  the  region  could  read.  We  will  see  that  language 
and  education  were  central  to  French  rule,  and  Souleymane 
Kante 's  educational  challenge  therefore  struck  at  its  heart. 

The  French  practiced  a  form  of  colonial  rule  in  which 
they  were  involved  in  the  administration  of  the  colony  at  each 
level  of  a  hierarchical  administration.  From  1904  to  1914 
this  official  policy  of  direct  rule  usurped  the  political  and 
administrative  legitimacy  of  local  leaders. ^^  The  governor- 
general,  who  was  appointed  by  the  minister  of  the  colonies, 
governed  the  AOF.   There  was  a  governor  for  each  regional 


^^Humblot   (pp.   139-140)   expounded  upon  the   'gens  de 
service, '  their  role  in  the  colonial  hierarchy. 

^^Jean  Suret-Canale,  "La  Fine  de  la  Cheffrie  en  Guinee," 
Journal  of  African  History,  Vol.  7,  No.  3,  1966,  p.  461. 
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subdivision  or  colony,  known  as  a  lieutenant-governor.  Each 
colony  was  autonomous,  and  the  governor  was  responsible  for 
the  local  budget,  taxation,  and  internal  administration.^^ 
Guinee  Frangaise,  Cote  d'lvoire,  and  Benin  became  separate  and 
distinct  colonies  on  March  10,  1893.^''  The  first  governor  of 
Guinea  was  Noel  Ballay  who  resided  at  Conakry  on  the  Isle  of 
Timbo . 

Below  the  level  of  governor,  each  colony  was  divided 
into  cercles  for  which  there  was  an  administrator.  At  first, 
these  administrators  were  military  commandants  whose  role 
later  eased  into  civilian  administrators.  Administrative 
responsibilities  included  the  appointment  of  African  chiefs, 
the  oversight  of  African  civil  servants,  and  the  employment  of 
local  spies  and  informers. ^^  Administrators  did  not  stay  long 
enough  at  any  one  post  to  learn  the  language  or  customs  of  the 
people  for  whom  they  were  responsible.  Administrative  postings 
were  so  frequent  and  the  languages  of  the  AOF  were  so  diverse 
that  administrators  had  to  rely  upon  interpreters  for 
communication.'^'  During  seventy  years  of  French  rule  in  the 
Cercle  of  Siguiri,  for  example,  there  were  seventy-one 


'^^Harrison,  Ingawa,  and  Martin,  p.  488. 

^''Niane,  photo-copy  of  Decret  from  the  Archives  National 
de  Cote  d'lvoire,  Histoire,  p.  84. 

^^Brenner,  Sufi,  p.  35. 

^'^Ibid.,    p.  34. 
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administrators  whose  average  length  of  tenure  was  eleven 
months.  ^° 

Guinea   consisted   of   twenty  cercles.  The  cercle 

administrator  was  a  European  with  an  assistant,  one  or  two 
commissioners  of  indigenous  affairs,  a  military  detachment,  an 
interpreter,  a  communications  agent,  and  other  employees.''^ 
The  Cercle  of  Kankan  was  constituted  by  a  decision  of  the 
Commandant  superieur  of  the  Soudan  in  1891.''^  From  April  1891 
to  January  1892,  Kankan  became  the  center  of  regional  military 
administration  under  Capitaine  Besancon  and  Second  Lieutenant 
Mangin,  adjoint.''^  The  communication  between  these 
administrators  and  the  chefs  de  canton  was  through  an 
interpreter,  initially  a  local  Maninka  speaker  who  learned 
enough  French  to  bridge  the  gap. 

Each  cercle  was  further  sub-divided  into  cantons  for 
which  there  was  a  local,  indigenous  representative.  These 
local  community  administrators  were  responsible  for  being  the 
liaison  between  the  colonial  administrator  and  the  people. 


''°Alpha  Sekou  Fantamady  Conde,  "Monographie  Historigue  de 
Siguiri  de  1 ' Implantation  Coloniale  a  1 ' Independance, "  Senior 
Thesis,  Universite  Julius  Nyerere  de  Kankan,  p.  42. 

'"^Alpha  Sekou  Fantamady  Conde,  p.  40. 

''^Lt.  Pinchon,  Commandant  de  Cercle,  Ministre  des  Colonies 
Services  geographigues  et  des  missions,  records  the  world  he 
witnessed  while  in  the  service  of  the  Ministry  of  the  Colonies 
in  Revue  Coloniale,  (Paris:  Imprimerie  St.  Paul,  1901),  p. 
32. 

''^Tableau  Chronoloqigues  des  Commandants  de  Cercle de 

Kankan,  sous  la  colonisation  de  1891  h    1958,  and  Lt .  Pinchon, 
p.  143. 
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Besides  functioning  as  a  legitimization  of  French  rule,  their 
major  responsibility  was  the  collection  of  taxes  and 
recruitment  of  labor  for  which  they  became  vastly  unpopular 
with  the  community. ^^  Relying  on  the  precedence  of  a  public 
works  ethic  and  a  slave  tradition  in  the  region,  the  French 
imposed  a  policy  of  forced  labor  on  the  colony.  For  many 
communities  in  the  southern  Soudan  these  traditions,  coupled 
with  the  history  of  Dyula  trade,  led  to  the  use  of  forced 
labor  for  porterage.  The  absence  of  rivers  flowing  in  the 
direction  of  Conakry  necessitated  the  use  of  this  forced 
porterage  for  transporting  groundnuts  from  the  collection 
sites  at  Kouroussa  and  Kankan  to  the  port  at  Conakry. ^^ 

The  canton  was  an  alien  political  form  for  many  of  the 
people  of  Guinee  Frangaise.  Governor-General  William  Ponty 
adopted  the  canton  as  a  management  strategy  from  Samori  who 
had  drawn  upon  the  social  constructs  of  his  empire's  Mande 
speakers.  Samori  had  forced  the  local  legitimate  chefs  de 
canton  of  the  southern  Soudan  to  affirm  his  position  of 
superiority  over  them.''^  Believing  that  Samori 's  structure  of 
governance  was  the  norm  for  the  region,  Ponty  continued 
Samori 's  policy  of  domination  with  one  important  change;  the 
French  selected  their  own  chefs   de   canton.      Ponty  was  intent 


''^Suret-Canale,  "Cheffrie,"  p.  462. 

^^Babacar  Fall,  Le  Travail  Force  en  Afrique  Occidentale 
Fran9aise  (1900-1945),  (Paris:   Karthala,  1993),  p.  64. 

''^Riviere,  "Organisation,"  p.  283. 
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upon  destroying  the  indigenous  political  and  social  structures 
of  the  French  Soudan.  He  tried  to  reduce  the  power  of  the 
chiefs  by  eliminating  slaves,  thus  reducing  their  wealth.  He 
also  created  new  criteria  for  the  selection  of  chiefs.^ 

The  canton,  an  agglomeration  of  villages,  was  important 
to  the  economic  sector  of  Mande  life.  Mande  political 
structure  was  based  on  large  compact  villages.  These 
villages  then  were  regionally  grouped  into  Kafu,  which  became 
the  model  for  the  canton.''^  The  leadership  of  the  Kafu  was 
normally  bestowed  upon  individuals  whose  family  inherited  the 
political  rights  (first-settlement)  of  the  region. '''  Under 
French  rule,  many  of  the  chefs  de  canton  were  selected  by  the 
French  on  the  basis  of  their  willingness  to  collaborate  with 
the  colonial  government  rather  than  by  the  community  from 
which  they  had  legitimately  received  the  status.  By  imposing 
their  selection  of  the  chef  de  canton,  the  French  hoped  to 
give  the  appearance  of  cooperation  at  the  local  level  while 
grasping  for  tighter  local  social  controls. 

Kankan  itself  was  an  agglomeration  of  neighboring 
villages.  In  addition  to  the  leadership/rulership  of  the 
descendants  of  the  founders  of  Kankan,  each  of  the  original 
four  quarters  had  a  founding  family  leader  who  was  assisted  by 
elders.   There  was  also  a  town  administrator,  the  Soti,  who 


^^Harrison,  Ingawa,  and  Martin,  p.  501 
''^Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  91. 
'"'Riviere,  "Organisation,"  p.  289. 
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was  advised  by  the  elders  of  the  original  founding  families. 
Kankan  was  the  only  truly  indigenous  town  in  the  region  of  the 
southern  Soudan. ^° 

While  the  colonial  officers  used  French  as  the  official 
language  of  spoken  communication  with  local  intermediaries  in 
the  early  years  of  rule,  they  adopted  Arabic  as  the  official 
language  of  correspondence  since  this  was  the  existing  form.®^ 
The  French  then  struggled  to  put  into  place  a  colonial 
educational  system  which  would  train  their  own  cadre  of 
French-literate  intermediaries.  These  would  assume  positions 
as  civil  servants  and  thus  serve  as  liaisons  between  the 
colonial  government  and  the  general  population. 

Colonial  education  promoted  the  diffusion  of  spoken  and 
written  French  and  the  development  of  a  loyal  indigenous  work 
force.  ^^  Graduates  of  this  educational  system  no  longer  fit 
into  indigenous  society  and  yet  did  not  measure  up  to  French 
standards.  By  limiting  the  scope  and  content  of  colonial 
education,  administrators  manipulated  this  new  cadre  of 
intellectuals.^^  Although  many  students  such  as  sons  of  chiefs 
were  forced  to  attend  the  French  public  schools,  others  who 


^°Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  92. 

^''Brenner,  Sufi,  pp.  35-37. 

^^Peggy  R.  Sabatier,  "'Elite'  Education  in  French  West 
Africa:  The  Era  of  Limits,  1903-1945,"  The  International 
Journal  of  African  Historical  Studies,  Vol.  11,  No.  2,  1978, 
p.  247. 

^^Ibid.,    p.  247. 
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were  sons  of  captives  or  slaves  clamored  to  achieve  parity  in 
the  newly  evolving  social  structure. 

Local  schools  provided  six  years  of  education  during 
which  students  learned  to  read,  write,  and  calculate.  Schools 
also  taught  labor  skills  deemed  necessary  to  the  proper 
functioning  of  the  community.  Some  local  level  schools  taught 
trades  such  as  ironworking  and  carpentry  to  apprentices.  More 
advanced  studies  were  available  in  the  capital  of  the  colony. 
The  ecole  primaire  superieure  (EPS)  was  a  higher  primary 
school.  Entrance  into  these  schools  reguired  a  primary  school 
certificate  and  the  passing  of  a  competitive  entrance  exam. 
Students  who  attended  the  terminal  program  of  the  EPS  became 
"low  level  clerks,  teachers,  or  local  administrative  or 
commercial  agents  for  European  firms. "^^  Those  who  graduated 
from  the  academic  section  were  prepared  to  compete  as 
candidates  for  the  federal  schools  in  Dakar,  the  Ecole  William 
Ponty,  a  professional  school,  or  a  school  of  medicine. ^^ 

Writing  for  a  colonial  publication,  P.  Humblot,  one  of 
Kankan's  administrators,  commented  upon  the  educational 
opportunities  in  Guinea  during  his  visit  in  the  early  1920s. 
He  indicated  that  there  was  a  regional  school  at  the  local 
level  which  granted  an  elementary  certificate.  He  described 
the  professional  sections  of  the  elementary  schools  in  Conakry 
which  offered  special  training  for  students  who  wished  to  be 


^"•Sabatier,  p.  249. 
^^Ibid.,    pp.  249-250. 
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apprenticed  in  iron  working,  carpentry,  wood  working,  and 
cabinet  making.  He  described  another  section  featuring 
agriculture  where  students  learned  about  harvesting  groundnuts 
and  collecting  rubber.  Humblot  estimated  that  two  to  five 
hundred  students  attended  this  school. ^^ 

The  success  of  the  colonial  education  policy  dealt  a 
severe  blow  to  Islam.  In  1911,  the  colonial  administration 
decreed  that  the  official  language  of  written  correspondence 
between  the  metropole  and  the  colonies  would  change  to 
French.^''  This  reflected  the  changing  attitudes  concerning 
Islam  engendered  by  the  bitter  extended  struggle  against  the 
Muslim-led  resistance  in  Algeria.  New  attitudes  cautioned  the 
metropole  against  establishing  the  conditions  for  a  second 
Algerian  war.^  The  policy  of  utilizing  Arabic  as  the  official 
language  of  correspondence  and  Arabic  scholars  as  civil 
servants  had  served  to  promote  Islam,  which  was  now  seen  as  a 
threat . 

The  change  in  colonial  policy  limited  the  social  mobility 
of  Islamic  scholars  who  aspired  to  wealth  and  status  as 
members  of  the  new  cadre  of  intellectuals.  Many  such  scholars 
and  graduates  of  Quranic  schools  found  themselves  forced  into 
other  occupations  because  these  schools  no  longer  provided  the 


Mr.  Humblot  (p.  154)  published  his  description  of  the 
conditions  he  witnessed  on  his  tour  of  Kankan  and  the  colony 
of  Guinea. 

^''Brenner,  Sufi ,  p.  37. 

^^Hiskett,  p.  213. 
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educational  basics  for  a  work  force  needed  by  the  French 
colonizers.  Many  Muslim  children  found  themselves  attending 
school  twice — once  to  satisfy  the  family's  religious  goals  and 
a  second  time  to  acquire  the  skills  that  would  help  them 
achieve  wealth  and  status  as  indigenous  intellectuals  in 
colonial  directed  society. 

The  French  levied  taxes  to  pay  for  the  colony's 
administration,  and  by  doing  so  intruded  into  the  lives  of 
ordinary  people.  More  importantly,  they  disrupted  the  local 
social  structure.  The  new  taxes  needed  to  be  paid  in  currency 
rather  than  in  goods.  The  African  need  to  earn  hard  currency 
led  to  the  dissolving  of  certain  local  ties  and  the 
establishment  of  new,  and  broader,  regional  connections.  By 
forcing  normally  sedentary  farmers  into  a  regional  labor  pool, 
the  French  added  to  the  fluidity  of  an  already  fluid  region 
that  could  not  trap  its  populations  behind  artificially  drawn 
borders.  Pursuing  currency  for  paying  taxes,  more  Africans 
were  factored  into  West  Africa's  already  existing  mobile 
populations — those  mobile  in  the  pursuit  of  commerce  and  those 
mobile  in  the  pursuit  of  Quranic  education.  Although  the 
population  migration  was  generally  seasonal  and  non-pemianent , 
a  large  number  of  people  never  accepted  the  colonial 
proposition  that  they  were  attached  to  one  specific  area. 
They  did  not  see  themselves  as  detached  from  their  Mande- 
speaking  brethren  throughout  the  region. 
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In  Guinee  Frangaise,  in  1897,  each  individual  male  and 
female  above  the  age  of  eight  paid  a  fixed  personal  tax  of  two 
francs.  By  1900,  the  personal  tax  provided  most  of  the 
budgetary  resources,  while  in  1928  it  represented  70.8  percent 
of  the  government's  receipts. ^^  In  the  first  decade  of  the 
twentieth  century,  the  tax  burden  on  the  subjects  of  the  AOF 
tripled. '°  Africans  were  encouraged  to  earn  the  requisite 
taxes  in  currency  by  diverting  arable  land  to  the  production 
of  cash  crops  valued  on  the  European  market,  by  earning 
currency  as  labor  on  plantations  that  produced  cash  crops,  or 
by  transporting  and  trafficking  in  the  preferred  cash  crop, 
groundnuts . 

To  protect  French  commercial  interests  in  the  capital  at 
Conakry,  Governor  Ballay  tried  to  force  the  transport  of  these 
commercial  resources  through  Port  Etienne  (Conakry).  By  a  14 
April  1905  decree,  Ballay  assessed  a  surtax  on  merchandise 
without  the  tax  stamps  demonstrating  its  passage  through 
Conakry.  Ballay  hoped  to  direct  both  his  colony's  imports  and 
exports  to  the  port  in  Conakry,  Guinee  Frangaise,  by  diverting 
the  products  flowing  along  the  long-existing  trade  routes 
through  ports  in  Sierra  Leone  and  Liberia.''"'  The  measure  was 
largely   ineffective,   however,   because   to   control   local 


^'Claude  Riviere,  "Les  Benef iciaires  du  Commerce  dans  la 
Guinee,"  Bulletin  de  I'l. F.A.N.  T. XXXIII,  series  B,  No.  2, 
1971,  p.  270. 

'^Harrison,  Ingawa,  and  Martin,  p.  506. 

'"'Suret-Canale,  "I'Economie  de  traite,"  p.  8. 
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commerce  meant  control  over  population  movement.  This  decree 
placed  itself  at  odds  with  the  current  French  policy  of 
encouraging  population  migration.  Generally  speaking,  the 
French  were  never  able  fully  to  control  one  hundred  percent  of 
their  colonial  trade.  In  1909,  only  59.2  percent  of  the  total 
number  of  exports  from  the  AOF  could  be  certified  as  bound  for 
France  while  from  1910-1913  only  48  percent  of  the  total 
imports  received  by  the  AOF  can  be  documented  as  having  been 
furnished  by  France.'^ 

Forced  labor  subsidized  the  administration's  budget.  Due 
to  the  ravages  of  the  slave  trade,  endemic  illnesses,  and 
war,  labor  was  much  more  scarce  in  the  region  than  the  French 
had  anticipated.  Therefore,  the  French  tapped  into  the  pool 
of  manpower  that  fueled  the  local  economy.  The  existent 
social  order  incorporated  a  labor  supply  system  of  slaves  and 
captives  as  its  economic  support.  As  early  as  1887  Gallieni 
created  "villages  de  liberte,"  holding  areas  for  slaves  who 
had  been  "freed"  as  a  result  of  the  demise  of  the  slave  trade. 
The  French  used  the  residents  of  the  "villages"  to  perform 
labor  for  which  they  did  not  have  adeguate  manpower.  As  the 
"villages  de  liberte"  lost  official  support  in  the 
humanitarian  climate  of  emancipation,  colonial  administrators 
constructed  a  new  method  of  extracting  labor  without  being 


-Suret-Canale,  "I'Economie  de  traite,",  p. 
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accused  of  continuing  slavery.  All  subjects  of  the  AOF^^  were 
forced  into  doing  work  for  the  administration.  One  form  of 
this  coercion  was  a  tax,  the  prestation.  Each  adult  was 
required  to  perform  labor  for  twelve  days,  redeemable  at  one 
to  three  francs  per  day.  Laborers  were  assigned  to  the 
construction  of  roads,  to  the  production  of  an  agricultural 
surplus,  and  to  the  production  of  cash  crops  for  commercial 
companies.'^ 

The  indigenat  was  another  form  of  forced  labor  employed 
by  colonial  administrators  or  their  designees.  The  indigenat 
was  established  by  the  decree  of  30  September  1887  as  a  means 
of  expediting  "justice"  at  the  local  level  by  local  leaders, 
appointees  of  the  French.  Since  there  was  no  official  French 
judicial  system  at  the  canton  level,  infractions  of  the  local 
rules  were  assessed  at  fifteen  days  in  jail  and  a  one  hundred 
franc  fine.'^  There  was  no  trial  and  no  possibility  of 
appeal. ^^  The  indigenat  was  introduced  into  Senegal  12  October 
1888,  but  it  was  not  introduced  into  Guinee  Frangaise  and  the 
French  Soudan  until  14  September  1907.  ''' 


''^Only  a  small  number  of  Africans  in  the  AOF  such  as  those 
in  the  four  Communes  in  Senegal  were  considered  to  be 
citizens.  The  remaining  population  were  called  subjects. 
Forced  labor  requirements  were  not  imposed  on  citizens. 

'^Michael  Crowder,  West  Africa  under  Colonial 
Rule, (London,  Anchor  Press,  Ltd.,  1968)  pp.  184-185. 
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During  the  First  World  War  and  later  again  in  the  Second 
World  War,  Kankan  supported  France's  war  effort  by  supplying 
food  stuffs  and  troops  for  the  army,  the  Tirailleurs 
Senegalais.  While  there  were  many  who  volunteered  to  join 
France's  war  effort,  many  of  those  who  fought  were  conscripts. 
The  chefs  de  canton  were  forced  to  contribute  manpower  and 
specific  produce  to  feed  that  manpower. 

Both  the  policies  of  taxation  and  forced  labor  promoted 
massive  migration  in  the  region.  There  were,  however,  two 
types  of  migration:  that  to  accommodate  French  policy  and  that 
to  escape  French  policy.  As  previously  discussed,  those  who 
fulfilled  the  requirements  as  subjects  of  the  French  were 
carried  on  a  tide  throughout  the  AOF  to  achieve  their  goals. 
On  the  other  hand,  those  wishing  to  flee  the  rigors  of  strict 
French  colonial  rule  tried  to  escape  into  British  or 
Portuguese  colonies.  In  Guinea,  those  who  tried  to  elude  the 
forced  labor  and  taxation  slipped  silently  into  the  currents 
of  the  indigenous  trade  routes  beaching  themselves  in  British 
or  Liberian  territory.  For  this  reason,  the  French  monitored 
these  borders  and  tried  to  stop  people  from  making  the 
crossing.'^  The  Dyula  traders  who  sailed  these  currents  were 
joined  by  a  wider  range  of  Mande  speakers  from  the  southern 
Soudan  as  a  part  of  the  Mande  diaspora. 


'^Crowder,  pp.186,  336-338. 
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The  French  made  Kankan  the  governmental  center  for  the 
entire  region  of  the  southern  Soudan  from  1892-1894.^^  During 
this  period,  the  French  took  advantage  of  Kankan 's  connection 
to  the  Soudan  and  its  location  at  the  heart  of  the  savanna 
trade  network.  France  sent  merchandise  to  its  outposts  from 
the  regional  capital  at  Dakar,  Senegal.  The  merchandise  which 
left  Goree  or  Saint-Louis  bound  for  Kankan  took  approximately 
a  month  and  a  half  to  reach  its  destination  with  twenty-four 
days  designated  for  the  porterage  of  the  merchandise  from 
Conakry  to  Kankan.  ^°°  By  sending  the  merchandise  through  the 
newly  created  Port  Etienne  at  Conakry,  the  French  hoped  to 
divert  the  flow  of  trade  from  the  British  port  at  Freetown. 
The  desire  for  the  commercial  profits  resulting  from  the 
control  over  a  port  city  inflamed  the  already  heated 
commercial  rivalry  between  the  two  colonial  nations.  Thus 
began  an  interference  in  the  regional  trade  network  which  had 
historically  seen  Mande  traders  in  control  of  the  monopoly 
over  long  distance  trade,  a  monopoly  that  continues  to  the 
present  day.''°^ 

At  the  turn  of  the  century  Kankan  was  reported  to  have 
been  a  town  of   five  thousand   inhabitants  .^°^    D'Ollone 


'^Humblot,  p.  153. 

^^Ibid.,    p.  153. 

^°^Suret-Canale,  La  Guinee,  p.  94. 

''°^Captaine  D'Ollone,  Mission  Hostains-D 'Ollone  1898-1900: 
de  la  Cote  d'lvoire  au  Soudan  et  a  la  Guinee,  (Paris: 
Librairie  Hachette  et  Cie,   1901),   p. 232-233.    Captaine 
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described  the  religious  community  as  devoutly  Muslim  taking 
exception  to  foreigners  who  imposed  Christianity.  In  his 
report,  D'Ollone  notified  the  colonial  government  that  Kankan 
had  the  potential  of  being  strategically  important  to  the 
French  because  of  its  commercial  connections.  He  saw  the 
town's  importance  in  the  established  indigenous  and  European 
commercial  networks  as  a  means  of  supplying  the  interior  post 
at  Bamako.  D'Ollone  expressed  his  approval  of  Kankan  as  an 
excellent  collection  point  for  the  principal  object  of 
commerce,  groundnuts,  suggesting  that  groundnuts  should  even 
be  accepted  in  lieu  of  money  for  paying  taxes. ''°^ 

By  1910  the  principal  European  commercial  houses  had  set 
up  stores  in  Kankan  and  the  European  population  had  doubled. 
While  the  merchants  of  Kankan  continued  to  dominate  the  local 
and  regional  trade,  international  trade  was  the  monopoly  of 
Europeans  and  the  Lebanese/Syrians,  many  of  whom  were 
Christians  escaping  the  Ottoman  empire.  ^°^  Both  of  these 
foreign  groups  sent  the  profits  made  from  their  monopoly  on 
trade  back  to  their  respective  homelands  rather  than  investing 
them  in  Kankan.   The  European  monopoly  suppressed  Kankan 's 


D'Ollone 's  report  bears  witness  to  conditions  in  Kankan  at  the 
turn  of  the  century. 

'^°^Ibid.  ,  pp.  232-233. 

^°^Suret-Canale,  "Economie  de  traite,"  p.  9. 
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bourgeoisie,  keeping  it  in  an  embryonic  state  until  the 
Europeans  withdrew  at  independence  J°^ 

In  1911,  Kankan  was  constituted  as  a  mixed  commune  with 
a  mayor  and  a  municipal  commission  composed  of  notables, 
Europeans,  and  indigenes.  Kankan  became  the  regional 
agricultural  center  when  the  colonial  government  further 
subdivided  Guinea  into  four  agricultural  regions:  Basse 
Guinee,  Guinee  Forestiere,  Moyenne  Guinee,  and  Haute-Guinee. 
Kankan 's  administrative  role  in  the  region  continued  with  the 
addition  of  the  administrative  seats  for  the  chamber  of 
commerce,  the  military,  and  a  justice  of  the  peaceJ°^  With 
its  numerous  foreign-owned  commercial  houses  and  its 
centralized  regional  government,  Kankan  supported  a 
cosmopolitan  community. 

In  1914,  the  railroad  arrived  in  Kankan,  connecting  it 
with  Conakry  by  way  of  Kouroussa.  ^°^  The  colonial 
infrastructure  aided  administration  attempts  to  divert  locally 
controlled  commerce  from  the  existing  trade  routes  to  the  port 
at  Conakry.  Kankan,  however,  continued  to  participate  in 
riverain  trade  with  Kouroussa,  Siguiri,  and  Bamako  by  way  of 
the  Niger  River.   From  the  railhead  to  Kankan's  port  on  the 


^°^Odile  Goerg,  "La  Guinee,"  L'Afrique  Occidentale  au 
Temps  des  Franqrais:  Colonisateurs  et  Colonises  (c.  1860- 
1960 ) ,  Catherine  Coquery-vidrovitch  ed.  (Paris,  Editions  la 
Decouverte,  1993),  p.  361. 

''°^Humblot,  p.  153. 

^°^Ibid.,    p.  129. 
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Milo  River  is  only  a  short  distance.  The  port  operated  during 
the  rainy  season  as  numerous  types  of  watercraft  transported 
a  wide  assortment  of  indigenously  produced  goods  and  foreign 
manufactures  along  the  ports  en  route  to  Bamako.  Many 
Maninka-mory  of  Kankan  earned  a  living  by  selling  produce  from 
their  truck  farms.  While  people  were  still  engaged  in 
occupations  of  farming,  fishing,  and  hunting,  Kankan 's 
principal  occupation  was  commerce.  ^°^  On  the  eve  of  the  First 
World  War  there  were  six  companies  which  imported  and  exported 
merchandise  directly  to  Europe,  two  important  companies  which 
did  not  export  directly,  and  twenty-three  shops  representing 
other  companies.  Of  the  thirty-one  shops,  twenty-one  were 
French-owned,  two  were  English-owned,  and  eight  were  Syrian- 
owned.  ''°^  In  1916,  the  town  of  Kankan  was  reported  to  have 
eight  thousand  inhabitants,  with  twenty-three  thousand  in  the 
suburbs  and  ninety-five  thousand  for  the  cercle. 

Quranic  schools  continued  to  be  the  educational 
preference  of  the  Kankannais  despite  the  encroachment  of  the 
French  educational  system.  Humblot  described  the  long  Islamic 
tradition  of  Kankan  and  the  Bate.  He  personally  observed  that 
Kankan's  Muslims  were  neither  fanatical  nor  mystical  but  had 
character  determined  by  religious  values. ^^°  These  religious 
values   caused  a  sizeable  number  of  Muslims  throughout  Guinee 


''°%umblot,  pp.  154-156 
^°'jjbid.,  p.  157. 
™Ibid.,    p.  138. 
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Frangaise  to  reject  French  schooling,  even  though  they  were 
ultimately  forced  to  send  their  children. ''''''  In  Kankan,  many 
Muslim  rejected  the  imposition  of  the  French  language  and 
culture  on  the  socialization  of  their  children  by  refusing  to 
send  them  to  the  French  schools.  Families  of  chiefs  and  other 
notables  who  were  required  to  send  their  children  thwarted  the 
system  by  sending  the  children  of  families  previously 
associated  with  them  as  captives.  Some  individuals  even 
risked  prison  in  defiance  of  this  cultural  imperialism. 

Realizing  the  benefits  as  well  as  the  detriments 
proffered  by  the  new  educational  system,  Islamic  scholars 
actively  sought  out  a  method  of  incorporating  the  best  of  the 
French  and  the  Quranic  school  methods.  At  first  the  new 
Franco-Arab  school,  a  madrasa,  was  no  better  received  by  the 
Islamic  community  than  the  colonial  school.  Gradually, 
however,  the  numbers  of  students  and  Franco-Arab  schools  in 
Kankan  increased.  The  Muslim  community  retained  control  over 
religious  instruction  and  moral  values  of  their  children  while 
at  the  same  time  preparing  them  to  take  positions  of 
leadership  in  the  colonial  administration's  newly-formed  cadre 
of  indigenous  intellectuals.  Students  in  the  Franco-Arab 
school  learned  to  speak,  read  and  write  in  French  and  learned 
a  curriculum  similar  to  that  of  French  schools.  Students  also 
learned  Arabic  independently  as  a  language/literacy  and 
together  as  a  part  of  Quranic  study.   Thus  the  next  generation 


^^^Brenner,  Sufi ,  p.  36 
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controlled  secular  knowledge  through  the  French  language  and 
they  controlled  religious  knowledge  through  the  Arabic 
language. 

Amara  Kante's  family  reminisced  that  his  school  at 
Soumankoyin-Kolonin  was  grounded  in  the  original  Quranic 
school  format  because  at  that  time  there  had  been  no 
madrasas  .'^'^^  One  of  Amara 's  sons  believed  that  there  had  been 
as  many  as  six  hundred  students  at  the  school  at  one  time.^^^ 
The  large  number  of  students  who  were  continuously  present  at 
the  school  reflected  the  fine  scholarly  reputation  acquired  by 
Amara  Kante  during  his  Islamic  training  in  the  schools  of  the 
Bate.  His  reputation  was  spread  by  word  of  mouth.  According 
to  one  of  his  daughters,  the  news  of  the  quality  of  his  first 
graduates  and  his  ability  to  simplify  instruction  won  him 
acclaim  throughout  the  region.'''''^  Students  are  reported  to 
have  flocked  to  Soumankoyin-Kolonin  to  learn  Arabic  in  three 
years  instead  of  the  customary  seven  year  period."^  Locally, 
students  came  from  the  twelve  villages  of  the  Bate^^^  and  from 
the  communities  to  which  Amara  Kante  had  a  familial  connection 
such  as    Wassolon. ''"'''    Students   also   arrived   from  the 


''"'^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''''^Interview  59,  June  28,1993,  in  Kankan. 

'"'^^Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

''"'^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'"''^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin, 
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Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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communities  that  dotted  the  long-distance  trade  routes,  the 
information  highway  of  the  era.  Having  heard  about  Amara 
Kante's  success,  fathers  from  distant  lands  that  later  became 
the  countries  of  Mali,  Sierra  Leone,  Liberia,  Ivory  Coast,  and 
Ghana  sent  their  children  to  this  prestigious  school. ^^^ 
Speaking  about  his  father's  school,  Souleymane  Kante  is 
reported  to  have  said  that  all  Mande  languages  were  spoken  in 
his  home  (same  as  his  father's  school ) including  those  from 
Mali  and  the  Ivory  coast.  ^^^ 

The  Sociopolitical  Context  that  Shaped  Souleymane  Kante — 

Kankan  1922-1946 

At  the  beginning  of  the  Second  World  War,  colonial 

domination  was  a  way  of  life.    The  first  decade  of  the 

twentieth  century  had  witnessed  the  consolidation  of  European 

rule,  and  the  second  two  decades  testified  to  the  evolution  of 

a  viable  colonial  administration.   The  colonial  structure 

within  the  AOF  remained  unchanged  until  massive  reforms  were 

instituted   in   the   1940s   and   1950s. ''^°       While   the 

administration  of  French  West  Africa  appeared  to  be  stable, 

colonial  administrators  believed  that  their  control  was 

tenuous  and  the  political  fabric  could  be  rent  at  any  time.''^^ 


'"''^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'''"interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^°Harrison,  Ingawa,  and  Martin,  p.  489. 

''^''j.F.A.  Ajayi  and  Michael  Crowder,  "West  Africa  1919- 
1939:   The  Colonial  Situation,"  in  History  of  West  Africa, 
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In  1936,  the  Cercle  of  Kankan  was  composed  of  18  cantons 
and  283  villages,  in  which  resided  two  hundred  and  fifteen 
Europeans,  20,000  Pular  speakers,  and  126,696  Mande  speakers. 
The  commune  mixta  (city)  of  Kankan  itself  contained  129 
Europeans,  86  Lebanese,  and  9,141  indigenous  people.  A 
company  of  675  Tirailleurs  Senegalais  were  stationed  close  by 
at  Camp  Archinard.''^^  The  commune  mixte  was  divided  into  five 
quarters,  and  the  mayor  was  its  chief  administrator.  There 
had  been  eleven  mayors  of  Kankan  by  this  date.  The  constant 
turnover  in  administrators  was  not  conducive  to  efficient 
government.  The  offices  of  the  commune  mixte  were  lodged  in 
the  building  which  housed  the  colonial  government's  bureau  of 
municipal  services  such  as  the  police.  In  1936,  Marabout 
Sekou  Mamdou  Cherif  returned  to  Kankan  after  having  been 
expelled  from  Sierra  Leone  and  imprisoned  by  the  Tribunal  in 
Conakry.  He  taught  Quranic  school  there  before  being  invited 
to  move  to  Siguiri.  Reports  indicated  that  the  Islamic 
community  had  been  pacified.  In  fact,  during  the  course  of 
the  year,  there  had  been  no  rebellions,  no  dissident 
movements,  nor  any  anti-French  propaganda  produced  in 
Kankan.''" 


Volume  Two,  edited  by  J.F.  Ade  Ajayi  and  Michael  Crowder, 
(London:   Longman,  1987),  p.  579. 

""^^M.  Huet,  Inspecteur  General  2eme  Classe  des  Colonies, 
Chef  de  Mission,  "Service  Situation  Economique  de  Cercle  de 
Kankan,"  Mission  1936-1937  en  Afrique  Occidental,  No.  43, 
pp. 4-5 . 
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The  majority  of  Kankan's  population  was  Mande-speaking. 
For  the  most  part,  property  owners  or  merchants  were  Mande 
speakers.  Muslims  dominated  the  city  of  Kankan  and  towns  of 
the  Bate;  most  of  the  Mande-speaking  population  of  the  Cercle 
de  Kankan  were  non-Muslims.  The  large  number  of  products 
passing  through  Kankan  ensured  a  favorable  economy.  The 
railhead  that  had  been  extended  to  Kankan  by  virtue  of  forced 
labor  served  as  a  major  crossroads  of  trade  routes  from  Cote 
d'lvoire,  Soudan,  and  Guinea,  where  it  intersected  with  the 
Milo  River.  The  1936-1937  Economic  Commission  reported  that 
in  1936  there  were  7,491  travelers  and  78,000  tons  of  produce 
departing  Kankan  by  rail.  The  inspector  recommended  that  a 
bridge  be  constructed  over  the  Milo  River  to  facilitate  the 
burgeoning  regional  trade.  Manpower  for  building  the  bridge 
would  come  from  forced  labor.  The  Cercle  de  Kankan  had  four 
airports;  the  principal  landing  strip,  also  built  by  forced 
labor,  was  at  Kankan. ^^"^  Other  uses  of  manpower  in  Kankan  were 
found  in  both  the  private  and  public  sectors.  Three  large 
private  enterprises  in  the  cercle  employed  400  workers.  The 
public  sector  used  250-400  workers,  while  the  city  and  school 
for  agriculture  employed  thirty  to  fifty.  Commercial  houses 
employed  varying  numbers  for  storekeeping.  Only  the  Societe 


^^^M.  Huet,  Inspecteur  General  2eme  Classe  des  Colonies, 
Chef  de  Mission,  "Services  Municipaux  de  la  Commune  Mixte  de 
Kankan,"  Mission  1936-1937  en  Afrique  Occidental,  No.  44, 
1937,  pp. 1-3,  10. 

''^^Huet,  "Situation  Economique,"  pp.  4,  30-31. 
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des  Plantations  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  the  sisal  plantation 
on  the  road  to  Kissidougou,  was  required  to  have  recruitment 
contracts  for  its  41  workers. ''^^ 

Although  commerce  was  important  to  the  regional  economy, 
agriculture  and  herding  were  important  mainstays  of  the  local 
inhabitants.  Agricultural  production  in  the  Cercle  de  Kankan 
was  not  based  upon  one  sole  crop.  There  was  a  wide  variety  of 
produce  from  food  crops  to  cash  crops.  The  numbers  of  herd 
animals  in  the  area  were  limited,  making  the  quantity  of  beef 
insufficient  for  sale  in  the  market  place.  The  shortfall  in 
beef  occurred  because  of  the  bovine  disease  epidemics  from 
1918  to  1930.''^^  This  shortfall  limited  the  amount  of  protein 
available  in  the  local  diet.  At  the  same  time,  on  the  social 
level,  the  scarcity  of  cattle  increased  the  amount  of  time  and 
labor  required  to  acquire  the  bride  price.  Under  these 
conditions,  young  men  had  to  wait  longer  to  marry  and  had  to 
leave  the  community  to  earn  enough  money  to  purchase  the 
cattle  for  the  bride  price.   These  costs  were  high.''^'' 

At  the  time  of  Souleymane  Kante's  birth  in  1922,  Kankan 
was  the  recognized  as  the  second  most  important  city  in  Guinea 
after  the  capital  at  Conakry.  Born  approximately  thirteen 
kilometers  from  Kankan  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin,  Souleymane 


"•^^Huet,  "Situation  Economique,  " ,  p.  35 
'^^^Ibid.,    pp.  6-7. 
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Mme.  Savineau,"La  Guinee  Orientale,"  Rapport  No.  13, 
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Kante  was  the  son  of  the  Amara  Kante.  One  of  seven  children 
(five  boys  and  two  girls ),''^^  Souleymane  was  the  first  son  to 
be  born  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin''^'  His  mother,  Djaka  Keita, 
was  one  of  Amara 's  seven  wives.  ^■^°  Souleymane  spent  time  with 
his  mother's  family  in  Balandou  where  his  mother  had  been 
raised  in  the  Diallo  familyJ^''  According  to  one  of  his 
brothers,  Souleymane  stood  out  from  among  his  siblings  as 
intellectually  superior.  They  felt  that  he  had  been  endowed 
by  God  with  an  extraordinary  intelligence.''^^  All  of  the 
children,  of  course,  attended  Amara's  school.  Continuing  his 
account  of  Souleymane 's  educational  development,  his  brother 
recounted  that  at  a  very  young  age  Souleymane  would  accompany 
his  father  when  he  was  teaching.  Then  later  he  returned  while 
the  students  were  doing  their  lessons.  Even  at  a  young  age  he 
was  able  to  correct  their  mistakes.  He  would  say,  "My  father 
did  not  say  it  like  that,  he  said  it  like  this."''^^ 


''^^Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

^^'^Group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin. 

''^°Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

^There  has  been  much  confusion  over  the  parentage  of 
Souleymane  Kante's  mother.  The  mother  of  Djaka  Keita  came  to 
be  married  into  the  Diallo  family,  bringing  Djaka  with  her. 
There  is  no  explanation  of  the  circumstances  surrounding  this 
event . 

''■'^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 
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Former  students  of  Amara's  school  speculated  that  at  the 
time  of  his  death  in  1941,  more  than  three  hundred  students 
were  attending  the  school  at  Soumankoyin-Kolonin.  Although 
Souleymane  and  his  brothers  tried  to  keep  the  school  alive 
after  their  father  died,  they  were  unsuccessful.  Amara's 
school  began  its  decline  at  the  moment  of  his  death  because 
the  reputation  of  the  school  was  dependant  upon  the  reputation 
of  its  premier  scholar  no  matter  how  excellent  the  reputation 
of  his  secondary  teachers  J^^  And,  regardless  of  how 
accomplished  the  sons  were,  they  would  have  never  been  able  to 
escape  their  father's  shadow. 

While  his  elder  brothers  chose  to  remain  at  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin  to  manage  the  family  properties  there,  they  recalled 
how  Souleymane  Kante  decided  to  seek  his  fortune  in  the  colony 
known  for  its  commercial  potential.  Abidjan,  Cote  d'lvoire, 
had  a  reputation  along  the  Mande  commercial  superhighway  of 
being  a  cosmopolitan  area  where  fortunes  could  be  made. 
According  to  his  sisters,  because  of  economic  problems, 
Souleymane  left  for  Cote  d'lvoire  with  three  students,  Amara 
Kakoro  of  Djankana,  Demba  Keita,  and  Bily  Nankouman  Keita  from 
Koumana.^-'^  Souleymane 's  youngest  brother  recounted  that  the 
period  of  his  departure  coincided  with  the  explosion  of 
economic  ambition  in  the  world  where  students  abandoned  their 

''^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
''^^Interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 
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studies  to  search  for  money. ""^^  He  further  related  that  the 
forced  march  of  the  Islamic  community  from  the  esoteric  world 
into  the  material  world  generally  brought  about  the  demise  of 
the  large  Quranic  schools  in  the  region.''^''  His  brother 
remembered  that  Souleymane  believed  that  study  was  important, 
but  he  also  thought  that  it  was  egually  important  to  go  out 
and  to  see  the  world. ''^^  Kante  is  reported  to  have  remained  a 
teacher,  having  also  taken  on  the  occupation  of  a  merchant  of 
Arabic  books,  and  having  become  a  student  of  the  world  in  his 
new  surroundings. 

Conclusion 
Souleymane  Kante  grew  up  in  the  region  of  the  Bate 
nurtured  by  a  rich  history  and  a  vivid  cultural  past.  His 
character  was  built  upon  family  values,  his  soul  was  molded  by 
the  religious  commitment  of  an  entire  community,  and  his 
secularization  was  determined  by  the  decrees  of  a  colonial 
empire.  Souleymane  Kante 's  psyche  was  challenged  to  a  level 
of  creativity  that  would  have  a  profound  influence  upon  the 
Mande  world.  Through  his  creative  genius,  Souleymane  Kante 
sought  a  renewal  of  the  Mande  spirit — a  religious,  cultural, 
and   political  renewal. 


■'^'^Interview  59,  June  28,1993,  in  Kankan. 
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Kante's  father  Amara  provided  the  role  model  of  an 
individual's  quest  for  acquiring  and  controlling  knowledge. 
Souleymane  learned  the  family  stories  of  his  father's  personal 
quest  in  pursuit  of  intellectual  perfection  by  obtaining  and 
controlling  knowledge  through  the  Arabic  language.  Well- 
schooled  in  the  Quran,  Souleymane  is  reputed  to  have  extended 
his  education  by  following  his  own  direction.  He  learned 
languages  and  read  a  wide  range  of  literature,  going  beyond 
religious  texts.  Kante  pursued  the  collection  and  recording 
of  the  practices  and  medicines  of  the  Mande  healing  arts, 
research  that  preserved  in  written  form  practical  Mande 
culture . 

Providing  another  type  of  role  model,  Amara  stretched  at 
the  limits  of  his  creativity  to  pioneer  a  new  method  of 
teaching.  Souleymane  witnessed  his  father's  efforts  to 
reorganize  teaching  methodology  to  reduce  the  time  for  his 
students  to  acquire  the  Arabic  language.  Amara  is  credited 
with  reducing  the  standard  time  of  learning  Arabic  literacy  by 
two  thirds.  Souleymane  was  also  tenaciously  creative.  He 
spent  seven  years  working  on  the  N'ko  alphabet.  The  alphabet 
promoted  writing  in  the  Mande  languages.  It  therefore 
continued  the  process  of  demystifying  Islam  because  local 
people  were  now  able  to  translate  the  Quran  and  other  Islamic 
texts  into  the  Mande  language  for  the  first  time.  Islamic 
Mande  speakers  now  read  these  documents  for  themselves.  They 
did  not  need  to  read  texts  in  foreign  languages  and  did  not 
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need  for  texts  to  be  interpreted  by  another  party.  N'ko 
allowed  a  dialogue  between  the  faithful  and  Allah  through  the 
acquisition  of  knowledge  contained  in  his  written  word. 

For  Kante,  the  most  important  form  of  knowledge  was 
Islamic.  While  he  controlled  that  knowledge  by  having 
mastered  Arabic,  few  of  his  Mande-speaking  brethren  controlled 
Arabic  language  and  literacy  at  his  level  of  competence. 
After  inventing  N'ko,  he  translated  the  works  that  he 
considered  to  be  of  the  utmost  importance  to  the  community — 
the  Quran.  Kante  maintained  his  religious  belief,  but  at  the 
same  time  he  made  it  possible  for  others  to  acquire  religious 
knowledge  through  the  Mande  language  and  literacy  in  N'ko. 

Souleymane  Kante  experienced  another  type  of  cultural 
education.  Amara  Kante 's  school  was  a  reflection  of  the 
community  of  Kankan  and  of  overall  Mande  culture.  He  learned 
about  the  diversity  of  Mande  society  through  his  association 
with  Mande-speaking  students  who  lived  side-by-side  with  him 
in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin.  He  learned  about  cultural  diversity 
through  his  experience  with  the  students  at  his  father's 
school.  As  he  traveled  through  Kankan  to  reach  his  maternal 
home  in  Balandou,  he  witnessed  the  diversity  of  the  Mande 
traders  whom  he  met  along  the  way.  He  was  impressed  with  the 
fluidity  of  the  region  as  well  as  the  acceptability  of  all 
Mande  language  speakers.  When  Souleymane  Kante  created  his 
alphabet,  he  designed  it  to  be  used  by  all  Mande  speakers.  His 
purpose  was  to  promote  communication  between  first  and  second 
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language  speakers  and  to  ease  communication  for  those  who  used 
the  Mande  language  as  a  lingua  franca. 

As  an  educated  cosmopolitan  individual,  Souleymane  Kante 
learned  the  importance  of  modern  technology  and  the  importance 
of  participating  in  the  administration  of  the  political 
environment.  He  drew  upon  the  cosmopolitan  nature  of  his 
home/father's  school  and  Kankan  as  well  as  the  colonial 
conduit  to  the  international  scene.  Imminently  aware  of  the 
colonial  control  over  specific  political  and  economic 
knowledge  controlled  through  the  French  language,  Souleymane 
preceded  to  translate  into  N'ko  the  prized  technological  works 
drawn  upon  by  the  modern  world  in  the  sciences,  mathematics, 
and  medicine.  By  translating  these  works,  Kante  provided  an 
access  to  valuable  modern  information  to  those  who  had 
rejected  French  cultural  imperialism  by  refusing  to  place 
their  children  into  the  French  educational  system. 

Souleymane  Kante  was  also  a  product  of  the  cumulative 
colonial  experiences  of  his  family.  His  father  and  other 
Quranic  school  teachers  suffered  from  the  abolition  of  slavery 
as  the  family  had  practiced  it  prior  into  the  twentieth 
century.  Instead  of  slave  labor  aiding  the  family  in  food 
production  for  the  large  numbers  of  students,  students 
themselves  now  spent  part  of  their  day  maintaining  their  own 
food  supplies.  Depending  upon  the  satisfaction  and  the 
benefice  of  their  graduates'  parents,  Quranic  scholars  had  not 
charged  for  their  services.  Money,  however,  became  a 
necessary  part  of  the  transaction  because  Quranic  students 
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lived  with  the  scholar,  and  the  administration  levied  a  tax  on 
each  household  member  above  the  age  of  eight. 

The  colonial  administration's  policies  ranging  from 
control  over  labor,  extraction  of  resources,  and  restriction 
of  the  indigenous  peoples'  participation  in  the  process  drew 
Souleymane  and  many  others  away  from  the  isolation  of  the 
religious  and  scholarly  world  and  into  the  variety  of  the 
material  secular  world.  Many  more  people  were  forced  to  enter 
the  Mande  diaspora  to  accommodate  French  administrative 
demands  for  taxes  and  labor.  Diverse  segments  of  society  were 
socialized  according  to  the  French  educational  prescription 
producing  an  elite  based  upon  multiple  classes  that  had  no 
legitimate  social  basis.  This  new  elite  was  limited  in  the 
amount  of  its  authority,  responsibility,  and  amount  of 
remuneration . 

From  his  own  discussions  with  his  family,  we  know  that 
Souleymane  Kante  felt  the  need  to  observe  and  understand  the 
wider  world.  He  came  to  know  and  to  reject  the  pseudo- 
scientific  racism  that  denied  Africans  any  culture  and  that 
also  denied  the  possibility  that  useful  knowledge  could  be 
communicated  through  African  languages.  Souleymane  Kante 
accepted  a  personal  challenge.  He  sought  to  produce  an 
alphabet  that  would  adequately  transcribe  the  Mande  languages. 
By  doing  so  he  rejected  the  condescension  of  the  French 
modernizing,  civilizing  mission. 

Africans  responded  to  the  increased  control  and  monetary 
and  labor  demands  one  of  two  ways.   Some  relocated  themselves 
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to  an  area  of  minimal  contact  with  the  Europeans.  Others,  who 
were  unable  to  achieve  such  an  escape,  tried  to  manipulate  the 
system  to  serve  their  own  economic  or  political  purposes.  The 
ultimate  weapon  in  preserving  the  African  spirit,  in 
preventing  its  dissolution,  was  cultural  identity .  ^^''  While 
life  in  Bate  shaped  Souleymane  Kante,  the  inventor  and 
researcher,  the  death  of  Kante 's  father  was  the  impetus  that 
launched  him  into  the  larger  world  of  I'Afrique  Occidentale 
Frangaise.  Eventually  he  returned  to  the  Bate,  the  cradle  of 
Mande  culture,  to  lead  Mande  speakers  in  an  intellectual 
movement,  a  literacy  campaign  in  which  Mande  speakers  would 
reassert  their  control  over  knowledge  in  their  own  language 
and  writing  system,  N'ko. 


Ajayi  and  Crowder,  p.  603-604 
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Figure  5:  THE  CHILDREN  OF  AMARA  KANTF 

Souleymane  Kante,  second  from  right  on  back  row, 
was  one  of  Amara  Kantc's  seven  children.   He  is 
pictured  here  with  his  four  brothers  and  two 
sisters . 
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Figure  6:   SOULEYMANE  KANTH 

Enlargement  taken  from  the  group  photograph  of 
the  Kantc  children. 


CHAPTER  5 
THE  CLEAR  LANGUAGE  OF  N'KO 

words   are  nothing  but   words:    power   lies   in   deeds." 
Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


N'ko,  the  "clear  language  of  Mali,"  was  spoken  by  the 
"Children  of  the  Bright  Country."   Based  on  the  reminiscences 
of  various  members  of  the  Mande-speaking  community,  this 
chapter  reconstructs  the  history  of  the  invention  of  the  N'ko 
alphabet.  Such  reminiscences  tell  us  much  about  the  context  in 
which  the  work  was  written  and  people's  understandings  of  it. 
While  informants  recall  some  facts  with  precision,  there  are 
nonetheless   problems   for   writing   history   from   oral 
reminiscences.    These  center  upon  the  accuracy  of  the 
information  as  interpreted  by  the  informants.    Since  the 
information  was  not  written  at  the  time,  there  is  no  way  to 
check  the  accuracy  of  the  facts  except  against  the  memory  of 
other  informants.   However,  informants  have  discussed  with  one 
another  the  facts  as  they  saw  them  and  have  formulated  a 
collective  view  of  those  facts.   Informants'  recollections  are 
limited   because   they   are   confined   to   their   personal 
observation  of  and  participation  in  the  events.   For  a  study 
such  as  this  one,  the  goal  of  which  is  to  understand  the  full 
scale  of  motivations  for  action,  informants  can  only  relate 
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the  thoughts,  plans,  and  intentions  of  the  alphabet's  inventor 
as  they  remember  what  he  told  them  and  what  they  heard  second 
hand. 

Another  problem  with  relying  on  oral  reminiscences  rests 
with  the  process  of  remembering.   Many  of  Souleymane  Kante's 
contemporaries  suffer  from  the  vagaries  of  age  which  clouds 
their  individual  memories  of  the  past.   Then  there  are  the 
problems  of  transmission.    These  elderly  informants  have 
related  their  stories  in  the  Maninka  language  as  utilized  in 
an  earlier  cultural  context.    These  reminiscences  have  been 
translated  and  transcribed  into  French  by  college  age  research 
assistants  who  may  not  understand  the  full  context  in  which 
the  informants  were  speaking.    So,  while  the  informant  is 
interpreting  his  personal/collective  observations  of  the  past, 
the  modern  language  interpreter    further  interprets  the 
nuances  of  his  description,  which  is  in  turn  interpreted  for 
the  study.   Nevertheless,  despite  these  problems,  the  history 
of  Souleymane  Kante  and  his  development  of  the  N'ko  alphabet 
as  remembered  through  oral  history  is  valuable  because  it 
provides  us   with  information  that  would  otherwise  be  lost. 
With  all  its  imperfections,  such  an  interpretation  opens  a 
window  to  the  Mande-speaking  culture  in  which  that  history  is 
situated.    The  voices  of  cultural  insiders  authenticate  the 
events  of  local  history  for  the  purposes  of  historical 
reconstruction . 
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The  following  account  of  Souleymane  Kante ' s  struggle 
against  both  African  and  European  ignorance  has  been  drawn 
from  conversations  with  people  who  knew  him  well.   He  died  of 
diabetes  in  1987,  before  my  own  research  began.   This  chapter 
thus  relies  exclusively  on  the  testimonies  of  members  of  his 
immediate  and  extended  family  on  both  his  father's  and 
mother's  side,  friends  and  confidants,  those  who  worked  to 
promote  the  alphabet,  and  those  who  witnessed  the  promotion  of 
N'ko  from  its  inception  in   1949.''    While  most  of  the 
informants  are  N'ko  literate,  those  who  are  not  have  seen  to 
it  that  their  children  have  learned  N'ko,  and  they  have 
generally  supported  N'ko  literacy.    The  content  of  each 
person's  account  is  shaped  by  the  nature  of  the  particular 
relationship  to  Kante  and  to  the  literacy  movement  that 
followed.^   Additionally,  the  accounts  are  shaped  by  a  Mande 
cultural   identity   which   is   strongly   rooted   in   a 
heroic/historic  past.   The  informants  draw  upon  their  personal 
experiences  with  Souleymane  Kante  and  on  the  deeply  ingrained 
Mande  oral  traditions  to  present  the  "Souleymane  Kante  Story," 


""See  Appendix  B  for  a  breakdown  of  the  interviews  in  the 
chapter  according  to  the  informants'  relationship  to 
Souleymane  Kante. 

^Among  the  informants  interviewed,  I  did  not  encounter 
anyone  who  was  against  Souleymane  Kante  or  his  alphabet. 
Informants  who  had  not  learned  the  alphabet  expressed  their 
personal  reasons  for  not  learning  the  alphabet  without  guilt 
or  animosity. 
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It  is  a  story  in  which  the  cultural  hero  is   larger  than  life, 
an  individual  who  accomplished  feats  of  intellectual  prowess.^ 
The   informants   describe   their   knowledge   of   N'ko's 
creation  as  gleaned  from  their  personal  discussions  with  its 
inventor  and  with  one  another.  They  also  describe  the  modest 
informal  promotion  of  N'ko  until  Kante  formally  returned  to  an 
independent  Republic  of  Guinea  in  1958.   With  this  information 
the  chapter  reconstructs,  as  best  as  it  can  be  determined, 
Kante 's    invention  and  promotion  of  the  alphabet.    More 
importantly,  it  underscores  the  weighty  issues  he  discussed 
with  his  family  and  peers.   These  include  the  reasons  for  the 
alphabet's  invention,  the  explanations  of  its  necessity,  and 
the  texts  chosen  for  translation  into  N'ko.   The  chapter  also 
briefly  touches  upon  the  issue  of  the  official  record  and  the 
extent  of   European  and  local  African  authorities'  knowledge 
of  the  new  writing  system  and  their  attitudes  toward  it. 

According  to  the  tradition  that  has  developed  among  the 
members  of  the  N'ko  literate  community,  Souleymane  Kante 
accepted  the  racial  and  cultural  challenge  posed  by  the 
Lebanese  journalist  Kamal  Marwa  in  his  1944  publication,  Nahnu 


^hile  not  told  on  the  grand  scale  of  Sundiata  epic,  the 
"Souleymane  Kante  Story"  follows  oral  tradition  by  recording 
his  heroic  deeds  in  verse  which  have  been  preserved  by 
recording  them  in  N'ko.  See  Appendix  C  for  the  French 
translation  of  the  poem  performed  by  Souleymane  Kante 's 
grandchildren.  See  Appendix  D-8  for  the  story  as  written  in 
N '  ko . 
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fi  Afrikiya  (We  are  in  Africa)/  After  conducting  research  on 
African  culture  in  British  and  French  colonies,^  Kamal  Marwa 
concluded  that  Africans  were  inferior  because  they  had  no 
written  form  of  communication.  His  position  reflected  the 
prevailing  racism  of  colonial  Europeans.  African  voices 
[languages]  he  alleged,  were  like  those  of  the  birds, 
impossible  to  transcribe.  While  the  journalist  acknowledged 
that  the  Vai  had  created  a  syllabary,  he  discounted  its 
cultural  relevancy  because  he  deemed  it  incomplete.^ 
Souleymane  Kante's  efforts  to  prove  Kamal  Marwa  wrong  became 
an  enlightening  experience  which  ended  in  the  creation  of  a 
completely  new  writing  system,  one  that  he  created  to 
accommodate  the  tonality  of  African  languages. 

The  Creation 

According  to  Souleymane  Kante's  family  and  several  of  his 

father's  students,  Kante  left  his  home  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin 

in   1942   at  the  age  of   nineteen,   accompanied  by  three 

students.''   His  father's  school  was  already  in  decline  since 


'^Group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  group 
interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

^  Interview  70,  July  18,1993,  in  Conakry;  in  interview 
22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  reported  that  the 
Lebanese  journalist  had  traveled  to  several  countries  and  was 
visiting  his  brothers  in  Bingerville,  Cote  d'lvoire. 

^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah . 

^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin; 
interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  group  interview  17, 
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students  from  the  well-known  families  had  already  left. 
Furthermore,  in  Maninka  society,  the  inheritance  rights  of  the 
eldest  brother  allowed  younger  brothers  freedom  to  pursue 
opportunities  far  distant  from  the  family  home.^  Family  and 
friends  remember  that  Kante  left  in  search  of  adventure, 
fortune,  and  life-expanding  experiences  in  the  context  of  a 
wider  cosmopolitan  world,'  Informants  targeted  his 
destination  as  the  colony  of  Cote  d'lvoire,  which  was  the 
focal  point  of  commercial  activity  in  French  West  Africa. ''° 
Those  from  other  colonies  pursued  commercial  ventures  there 
because   they   felt   the   Ivoirians   themselves   were   not 


April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou;  interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in 
Conakry;  and  interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry.  One 
informant  said  that  he  was  with  Kante  before  he  traveled  and 
another  said  that  he  accompanied  Kante  on  his  trek  to  Cote 
d'lvoire.   Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

'Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou; 
interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  Souleymane's 
sisters  said  that  they  learned  of  their  brother's  trip  to  Cote 
d'lvoire  when  their  mother  received  a  letter  from  him  there. 
Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

According  to  one  informant,  all  the  young  adventurers 
from  Haute-Guinee  departed  for  Abidjan.  Interview  70,  July 
18,1993,  in  Conakry.  A  fellow  student  who  had  known 
Souleymane  at  his  father's  school  confirmed  that  Kante  went  to 
Cote  d'lvoire  for  economic  reasons.  He  says  that  Kante  wrote 
him  letters  in  Arabic  in  which  he  discussed  nothing  but 
commerce  in  ventures  with  El  Hadj  Narombe  Sory.  Interview  28, 
April  27,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Popoko.  Another  informant 
stated  that  Souleymane  Kante  began  his  career  as  a  merchant  of 
Kola  in  Bingerville.  Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 
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accomplished  merchants.''^  They  also  believed  that  those  who 
spent  time  in  Cote  d'lvoire  would  enjoy  the  elevated  status  of 
an  evolue.^^ 

The  first  stage  of  Kante's  adventure  was  in  Bouake,  Cote 
d'lvoire,  where  he  stayed  with  family  members. ""^  They  recalled 
that  he  bought  Kamal  Marwa's  infamous  publication  at  a  Bouake 
market  stall  in  1944  J^  Shocked  by  what  he  had  read  and 
believing  that  the  article  gravely  insulted  Africans/^  Kante 
sought  to  discuss  his  grievances  with  the  author  but  learned 
that  he  had  already  returned  to  Lebanon.''^  Thus  began 
Souleymane  Kante's  silent  reflection  on  the  writing  of  his  own 
Mande  language,  Maninka.  Without  a  word  to  anyone,  Kante 

^^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

^^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah.  The 
term  evolue  is  defined  by  Patrick  Manning  as  a  small  but 
important  group  of  Africans  devoted  to  education  and 
acculturation  so  that  they  could  achieve  citizenship  and  full 
political  rights.  Patrick  Manning,  Francophone  Sub-Saharan 
Africa — 1880-1985,  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press. 
1988),  p.  60. 

^^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  group 
interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou,  an  informant  from 
the  maternal  side  of  Souleymane 's  family  says  that  he  traveled 
to  Sierra  Leone  before  going  on  to  Cote  d'lvoire,  but  this  is 
the  only  informant  to  say  this. 

^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.  This  story  is 
confirmed  in  the  accounts  from  the  maternal  family  in  group 
interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  22, 
April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in 
Kankan;  and  interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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embarked  on  the  long  and  arduous  process  of  controlling 
written  language  in  a  new  form. 

Although  Souleymane  Kante  was  educated  in  Quranic  school 
and  could  read  and  write  Arabic  fluently,  he  had  not  learned 
the  language  of  colonization,   French.      According  to  a 
traveling  companion,  one  of  the  young  people  who  had  been 
schooled  in  French  offered  to  teach  Souleymane  the  language  at 
the  Sikasso  concession  in  Bouake.   Informants  reminisced  that 
Kante  bought  a  book,  and  for  more  than  a  month  concentrated 
all  his  efforts  on  learning  the  French  language.''''   Shortly 
thereafter,  Souleymane  pressed  on  to  the  capital  city,  which 
at  the  time  was  Bingerville.   He  had  left  home  to  see  the 
world  and  not  be  denied.   Family  members  who  saw  him  there 
reported  that  Souleymane  Kante  set  himself  up  as  a  Quranic 
scholar  and  a  merchant  of  Arabic  books  in  Bingerville,  then 
the  capital  of  Cote  d'lvoire.""^  In  Bingerville,  he  is  reported 
to  have  pursued  a  written  form  for  spoken  Maninka,  first  in 
Arabic  script  and  then  in  the  Roman  alphabet. 

According  to  informants  Kante  devoted  the  years  1945-1947 
to  trying  to  write  Maninka  in  the  Arabic  script.""  The  twenty- 
eight  letters  of  the  Arabic  script,   however,   could  not 


''^Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

■'^Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan.  A  member  maternal 
side  of  Kante 's  family  spoke  of  visiting  Kante  in  Cote 
d'lvoire,  in  group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^'interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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accommodate  the  tonality  of  Mande  languages.  Reading  Mande 
languages  in  Arabic  script  thus  was  confusing  because  of  the 
inability  to  distinguish  clearly  the  differences  between 
certain  words.  Syllables  such  as  gba  or  gbe,  gbo  or  gbo,  tcho 
or  tchu  in  Maninka,  for  example,  were  confused  in  their  Arabic 
representation,  thus  making  it  difficult  to  read  a  Maninka 
text  written  in  Arabic. ^°  Maninka  expressions  such  as  "muso 
kodo  lu  bada  na"[the  old  women  have  come]  and  "muso  kodo  lu 
bada  na  [the  brothers  of  the  women  have  come]  or  "N'ka  i  yen 
yen."  [I  saw  you  there.]  and  "N'ka  i  yen  yen."  [I  do  not  wish 
to  see  you  there]  were  indistinguishable  when  written  in 
Arabic  script.  ^''  Part  of  the  difficulty  was  the  absence  of 
accents  in  Arabic. ^^ 

One  family  member  reported  that  in  1947,  Kante  traveled 
to  Ghana  and  Senegal  where  he  bought  and  sold  kola  and  other 
merchandise  for  resale  in  the  region. ^^  While  in  Ghana,  he 
supposedly  witnessed  Ghanaians  writing  their  own  languages  in 
the  Roman  alphabet.  He  saw  a  Bible  that  had  been  transcribed 


^°Group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin. 

^""interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  09, 
March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  group  interview  08,  March  8, 
1993,  in  Karifamoriah.  In  interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in 
Soumankoyin-Kolonin,  however,  an  elder  brother  disputes  the 
fact  that  Souleymane  was  a  merchant  of  any  kind  saying  instead 
that  Souleymane  was  consumed  only  by  intellectual  pursuits. 
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into  Ashanti  utilizing  the  Roman  alphabet. ^"^   He  even  learned 
some  English.   Beginning  in  November  1947^^  Kante  attempted 
to  use  the  Roman  alphabet  as  the  medium  for  writing  Maninka. 
While  the  Roman  alphabet  accommodated  the  use  of  accents, 
there  were   still  Maninka  words  that  were  difficult  to 
discern. 26    The  differences  between  certain  sounds  in  the 
Maninka  language  are  not  conveyed  when  written  in  the  Roman 
alphabet.   This  confusion  can  be  illustrated  by  the  membership 
cards  issued  after  the  creation  of  the  political  party,  the 
Rassemblement  Democratique  Africain  (RDA),  in  1946  in  Bamako. 
Names  written  on  the  membership  cards  in  the  Roman  alphabet 
did  not  readily  correspond  to  the  spoken  names.  For  example, 
an  RDA  representative  distributing  membership  cards  called  out 
the  written  name  Kitagbee,  but  the  lady  whose  spoken  name  was 
Kitagbe  did  not  recognize  the  written  name  on  the  card  as  her 
own.   Another  illustration  of  problems  with  the  Roman  alphabet 
can  be  seen  in  the  story  of  two  men  who  lived  in  Souleymane's 
compound  in  Bingerville.    The  tax  collector   came  to  the 
compound  to  collect  Moribaa's  taxes.   The  confusion  generated 
by  the  written  form  of  Moribaa's  name  led  the  officer  to 


^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah, 

^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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another  occupant  of  the  compound,  a  man  whose  name  was  Moriba, 
who  was  then  asked  to  pay  his  taxes — for  a  second  time.^'' 

After  considerable  trial  and  error,  Souleymane  Kante 
eventually  concluded  that  it  was  impossible  to  write  African 
languages  accurately  utilizing  borrowed  alphabets.   A  Mande 
proverb,  "If  one  takes  the  roof  of  one  villager's  house  to 
cover  the  house  of  another  villager  and  it  does  not  fit,  then 
one  must  build  a  roof  that  will   fit,"^^  guided  him  in 
clarifying  the  need  to  construct  another  writing  system.  Since 
he  could  not  use  either  Arabic  script  or  the  Roman  alphabet, 
then  he  would  have  to  construct  his  own.   He  deduced  that  all 
languages  have  laws  that  regulate  the  transcription  of  the 
spoken  word.  Mande  languages,  however,  have  a  distinct  set  of 
laws  that  are  different  from  the  laws  governing  other  writing 
systems.^'  Thus  Kante  embarked  upon  an  entirely  new 
project,  the  creation  of  a  writing  system  that  reflects 
specific  characteristics  of  the  Mande  languages — the  tonality 
of  language. 


^^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^ante's  brother  related  the  Maninka  proverb  in  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan,  which  was  given  the  following 
French  translation:  "Prendre  le  toit  de  la  cas  d'un  village 
pour  couvrir  celle  d'un  autre,  si  le  toit  ne  sera  pas  grand  it 
sera  petit."  Since  proverbs  state  their  meaning  indirectly, 
the  above  translation  is  my  interpretation  of  its  clarifying 
message . 

^'interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
70,  July  18,1993,  in  Conakry. 
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Friends  and  supporters  related  that  Kante  began  with  a 
large  number  of  signs  and  used  the  process  of  elimination  to 
select  an  alphabet  with  twenty-seven  letters.  ^°    Next  he 
resolved  the  phonological  problems  with  words  that  sounded 
alike,  for  example,  muru,  muuru,  muruu  and  fada,  faadaa, 
faada,   fadaa.^'^    After  developing  the  alphabet  he  called 
together  children  and  adult  illiterates  and  asked  them  to  draw 
a  line  in  the  dirt;  seven  out  of  the  ten  drew  the  line  from 
right  to  left.^^  In  his  efforts  to  make  the  alphabet  easy  to 
learn  and  easy  to  use,  he  chose  a  right  to  left  orientation 
when  writing  in  the  alphabet.    The  results  of  Souleymane 
Kante 's  efforts  were  two  types  of  alphabet,  one  for  general 
knowledge  and  one  for  medical  knowledge."   The  N'ko  alphabet 
was  capable  of  transcribing  all  the  sounds  produced  by  tonal, 
spoken  Mande  languages. ^^  He  is  formally  credited  with  having 
invented  the  alphabet  on  April  14,  1949. ^^   The  task  was  not 


^"interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  interview  70, 
July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview  09,  March  11,  1993, 
in  Kankan.  Souleymane  Kante 's  experiments,  reinforced  by  his 
acquisition  of  Arabic  literacy  as  an  Islamic  scholar,  were 
responsible  for  the  selection  of  this  right  to  left 
orientation.  It  cannot  be  known  if  this  was  a  political 
statement  rejecting  African  deculturation  by  Europeans. 

"interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan.  The  writer 
employs  diacritical  marks  to  indicate  changes  in  tonality. 

^^Djaka  Laye  Kaba,  "Souleymane  Kante:  I'inventeur  de 
1 'alphabet  N'ko,"    L'Educateur.  No.   11  &  12,  Avril-Juin, 
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complete,  however;  Souleymane  Kante's  perfectionist  nature  led 
him  to  spend  many  more  hours  reworking  and  refining  his 
alphabet. 

The  Reasons 
As  remembered  by  family  and  friends,  Souleymane  Kante 
enunciated  several  reasons  for  the  creation  of  the  N'ko 
alphabet.      His   reasons   range    from   his   immediate 
confrontational   reaction  to  Kamal  Marwa's  words  to  the 
preservation  of  the  Mande  healing  arts  that  were  being  lost 
through  the  death  of  healers.    His  family  and  friends, 
however,  have  stated  their  own  perceptions  of  the  reasons 
surrounding  Souleymane 's  invention  of  N'ko.   While  everyone  is 
aware  of  Souleymane 's  distinguished  level  of  education,  they 
also  believe  strongly  in  the   Islamic   culture  that  has 
socialized  them  all.   Souleymane  had  not  only  been  educated  at 
his  father's  school,  but  he  is  said  to  have  learned  other 
languages,  read  more  than  twenty-seven  translations  of  the 
Quran  in  French  and  English,  and  translated  the  Quran  into 
Maninka.^^  His  family  considers  that  God  gave  Souleymane  the 
power  of  intelligence  and  the  power  to  understand  and  affect 


Juillet-Septembre,  1992,  p.  33.  A  member  of  Souleymane  Kante's 
family  recounted  seeing  the  alphabet  in  Bouake  in  1949. 
Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan.  Interview  32,  May  8, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^he  Quran  written  in  the  N'ko  alphabet  is  published  in 
Cairo.  I  saw  this  book  on  several  occasions  in  different 
cities  in  West  Africa. 
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problem  solving.  Some  family  members  believe  that  God 
directed  Souleymane  to  be  in  the  right  place  at  the  right 
time — to  be  in  Bouake  at  the  time  that  Kamal  Marwa  published 
his  article.  Believing  that  God  gave  Souleymane  the  idea  for 
the  invention,  some  credit  God,  not  Souleymane,  with  the 
invention.  They  do  not,  however,  go  to  the  extreme  that  God 
dictated  the  alphabet  to  him.  While  Souleymane  Kante  did  not 
express  these  sentiments  himself  in  his  conversations,  he  did 
explain  that  knowledge  of  N'ko  would  lead  to  a  better 
understanding  of  Islam. ^'' 

One  informant  reminisced  that  even  before  Souleymane 
Kante  read  Kamal  Marwa 's  work  he  had  wanted  to  follow  his 
father's  example  by  providing  an  easier  method  for  everyone  to 
gain  access  to  knowledge. ^^  Generally,  informants  recalled 
that  Kante  encouraged  everyone  to  learn  the  alphabet  because 
he  believed  that  it  would  dispel  ignorance,  not  just  for  Mande 
speakers  but  for  all  of  Africa  and  all  of  humanity. ^^  The 
symbol  of  N'ko,  a  lighted  lantern,  represents  N'ko  as  a  light 


Informants  discussed  Souleymane 's  capacity  to  invent 
N'ko.  Within  the  Islamic  community,  there  had  been  dialogue 
among  early  critics  as  to  whether  or  not  the  invention  had 
been  sanctioned  by  God.  Interviews  26  and  27,  April  26,  1993, 
in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin;  interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in 
Djankana;  and  interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 


^Group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin; 
group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou;  interview  05, 
March  1,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in 
Kankan;  interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  group 
interview  08,  March  8,1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 
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in  the  darkness  leading  people  out  of  ignorance.  °  He 
expressed  the  idea  that  Africans  needed  to  learn  in  their  own 
maternal  languages,  thereby  promoting  a  quick  and  easy 
acquisition  of  knowledge/''  He  said  that  education  through  the 
maternal  language  would  help  people  to  command  Arabic,  French, 
and  other  foreign  languages. ^^  The  potential  for  indigenous 
literacy  would  enable  illiterates  to  read  and  write  even 
though  they  did  not  go  to  school. ^^  Thus  N'ko  was  a  campaign 
not  just  against  ignorance  but  also  against  illiteracy  .^'^ 
While  it  was  important  to  dispel  ignorance,  he  postulated  that 
it  was  more  important  for  those  who  had  missed  school  to  know 
how  to  read  and  write.  He  reflected  that  the  alphabet  was  for 
everyone,  but  the  illiterates  were  his  first  priority. '^^ 

Souleymane  Kante  is  also  remembered  as  saying  that  he 
wanted  everyone  to  possess  the  power  to  record,  that  is  to 
write  down,  their  ideas  and  to  keep  their  own  memories. '^^  He 
emphasized  the  importance  of  the  community  knowing  itself.  By 
writing  down  their  knowledge  and  personal  experiences,  they 


^°Interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^''interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin; 
and  group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

'^^Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^^Group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

^^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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would  use  the  new  technology  of  writing  to  conserve  knowledge 
for  future  generations/^  He  encouraged  people  to  communicate 
in  writing  with  family  and  friends.   Having  to  correspond 
through  a  third  party  who  either  wrote  for  or  read  the  reply 
to  the  correspondent  deprived  people  of  confidentiality.^ 
According  to  his  supporters,  Kante  remarked  that  foreign 
writing  systems  were  not  appropriate  to  the  nature  of  Mande 
languages. "^^   He  speculated  that  the  four  months  it  took  to 
acguire  N'ko  would  be  equivalent  to  two  years  in  either 
Quranic  or  public  schools.  ^°   He  recommended  that  everyone 
learn  N'ko  by  spending  two  hours  per  day  working  in  study 
groups.   The  regularity  of  informal  education  conducted  within 
the  security  of  the  family  compound  would  absorb  N'ko  into  the 
cultural  traditions.   Learning  N'ko  took  place  in  the  evening 
as  had  all  cultural  learning  where  learning  was  inter- 
generational.    Kante  was  concerned  that  adults  would  have 
their  children  taught  the  alphabet  but  refuse  to  learn  it 
themselves.   He  is  reported  to  have  therefore  admonished  them 
not  to  reject   learning  the   alphabet  because  they  felt 
themselves  to  be  too  old  and  unable  to  learn. ^'' 


'^''interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

^'Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou;  and 
interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^°Group  interview  17,   April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^''Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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Souleymane  Kante  is  also  remembered  as  having  said  that 
his  reason   for  inventing  N'ko  was  to  campaign  against 
ignorance  and  illiteracy  in  his  country  and  on  his  continent. 
However,  there  also  appeared  to  be  a  spirit  of  revenge  in  his 
motivation. ^^   Informants  reminisced  about  how  Kamal  Marwa  had 
insulted  all  of  Africa.  Souleymane  related  to  them  that  the 
impetus  to  create  the  alphabet  was  Kamal  Marwa 's  challenge." 
He  wanted  to  prove  to  the  world  that  Africans  could  produce  a 
writing  system.  ^^   One  informant  remembered  Kante  as  saying 
that  he  wanted  the  Europeans  to  consider  Africans  within  the 
domain  of  progress  and  humanity  and  that  he  wanted  the  world 
to  recognize  Africans'  capabilities." 

Souleymane  was  reported  to  have  discussed  the  advantages 
of  learning  in  the  maternal  languages  and  the  disadvantages  of 
learning  in  foreign  writing  systems.  He  commented  that  those 
who  study  in  a  foreign  language  lose  a  good  portion  of  their 
own  culture  to  the  profit  of  the  language  in  which  they  are 
studying.  5^  Learning  knowledge  in  a  foreign  language  promoted 
loss  of  culture  by  promoting  cultural  dependency.    He  is 


"interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

"interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  35, 
May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  38,  May  13,  1993,  in 
Bankalan. 

^'^Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
"interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 
^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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remembered  as  insisting  that  acquiring  knowledge  in  the 
maternal  language  was  a  form  of  cultural  independence.^'' 

Souleymane  Kante  gave  his  invention  a  culturally- 
significant  name,  N'ko,  because  he  knew  that  N'ko  was  not  for 
himself  alone.  Informants  cited  the  cultural  significance  of 
his  choice.  First,  in  all  the  Mande  languages  the  pronoun  N 
represents  the  pronoun  "I"  and  the  Mande  verb  ko  represents 
the  verb  "say."  By  choosing  the  name  N'ko,  "I  say"  in  all 
Mande  languages,  Kante  united  all  Mande  speakers  with  just  one 
phrase.  Secondly,  all  Mande  speakers  share  the  heroic  past 
recounted  in  the  epic  of  Sundiata  in  which  the  glorious 
history  of  Mande  cultural  dominance  knew  men  of  valor  who  said 
N'ko,  the  clear  language  of  Mali.^^ 

Informants  remembered  that  Souleymane  Kante  expressed  his 
intention  to  use  N'ko  to  preserve  Mande  cultural  knowledge 
that  had  gradually  been  dissipating.  The  Mande  healing  arts 
in  some  communities  were  being  lost  as  older  healers  died 
without  male  heirs  to  share  their  knowledge.  Forbidden  to 
divulge  this  knowledge  to  females,  these  healers  took  their 
secrets  to  the  grave.  After  Kante  began  collecting  local 
medical  knowledge,  the  healers  of  one  such  community,  Dadako, 
objected  to  Kante's  plan  of  recording  the  leprosy  cure  for 
posterity  for  the  knowledge  was  intended  to  remain  a  secret. 
The  healers  of  Dadako  would  not  share  their  knowledge  with 


^^Interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
^^Interview  70,  July  8,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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Kante  unless  he  could  guarantee  maintaining  secrecy.  Shortly 
after  this  confrontation,  Kante  is  said  to  have  provided  the 
healers  with  the  names  of  their  own  treatments  written  in 
N'ko.  When  the  healers  did  not  recognize  their  own 
prescriptions,  Kante  was  allowed  to  proceed  because  he  met 
their  requirement  of  secrecy.^' 

Souleymane  Kante  is  also  recalled  as  having  planned  to 
use  the  Mande  language  and  N'ko  literacy  to  capture  other 
forms  of  knowledge  as  well.  Religious  knowledge  was  of 
primary  importance  to  Kante.  As  a  young  man,  he  had  spent 
many  dry  seasons  visiting  with  his  maternal  relatives  in 
Balandou.  Kante 's  maternal  grandfather  had  forgotten  parts  of 
the  Quran  that  he  had  long  ago  memorized  in  Arabic.  Kante 
spent  each  dry  season  reteaching  his  grandfather  those 
forgotten  portions  of  the  Quran. ^  Kante  proposed  to  translate 
the  Quran  and  Hadith  from  Arabic  into  N'ko  so  that  people 
could  read  the  Quran  for  themselves.  When  challenged  by  the 
edict  that  the  Quran  was  not  translatable  because  it  was  the 
holy  word  of  God,  Souleymane  Kante  is  reported  to  have  argued 
that  the  Quran  was  not  written  by  God,  but  by  man,  and 
therefore,  those  restrictions  did  not  apply. ^^  Kante  asserted 
that  he  was  not  trying  to  detract  from  Islam.  Rather,  he  was 


"Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
^°Group  Interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
'^''interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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trying  to  make  it  easier  to  learn  and  retain  Quranic  knowledge 
by  recording  it  in  the  maternal  language,  in  N'ko.   He 
continuously  insisted  that  he  had  invented  an  alphabet  that 
would  help  Islam.  ^^ 

Text  Translations^^ 
Because  the  central  concern  of  the  community  focused  on 
religion,  the  first  works  to  be  translated  into  N'ko  were  the 
Quran  and  various  Islamic  religious  texts.  Souleymane  Kante 
experienced  the  community's  fundamental  need  for  a  clear 
understanding  of  religious  texts.  Islam  had  come  to  Africa  in 
the  seventh  century.  From  that  time,  most  people  had  used  the 
Arabic  language  as  a  part  of  their  religious  practice  without 
really  understanding  the  meaning  of  the  words.  The  problem 
rested  with  the  documents  being  written  in  the  Arabic 
language/script.  Kante  estimated  that  only  two  percent  of  the 
Muslim  population  really  understood  the  words  they  spoke.  If 
they  were  going  to  truly  understand  Islam,  translating  Arabic 
into  the  Mande  languages  was  mandatory.  ^^ 


"interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 


N'ko. 

6A 


"see  Appendix  D  for  samples  from  texts  transcribed  into 


Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  interview  09, 
March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in 
Conakry. 
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Souleymane  Kante  began  by  translating  the  verses  of  the 
Quran. ^^  Before  this  translation  could  be  published,  however, 
it  had  to  be  verified  as  accurate  by  ten  Islamic  intellectuals 
from  Guinea.  Then  a  report  had  to  be  filed  in  Saudi  Arabia 
with  a  volume  of  the  Quran  written  in  N'ko.  The  members  of 
the  commission  had  to  sign  the  report  and  affix  to  it  their 
photos,  thereby  staking  their  reputations  on  the  accuracy  of 
the  document. ^^  Souleymane  Kante  translated  other  religious 
texts  such  as  the  three  volumes  of  Islamic  knowledge,  and  the 
three  principles  of  the  unity  of  God.^'' 

In  the  social  sciences,  Kante  transcribed  and/or 
translated  works  from  the  disciplines  of  history,  sociology, 
linguistics,  literature,  and  philosophy.  He  promoted  Mande 
unity  by  using  Mande  language  and  literacy  as  a  cultural 
thread  to  draw  together  and  focus  Mande  speakers  on  the  value 
of  history  and  culture.  Some  of  the  knowledge  contained  in 
these  works  had  belonged  exclusively  to  certain  groups  of 
intellectuals.  He  wrote  a  three  volume  history  of  Mande 
civilization.^^    Each  volume  reflected  a  period  of  Mande 


^^According  to  one  informant,  Souleymane  Kante  translated 
the  Quran  and  the  first  Hadith  in  Bamako  where  he  lived  in 
Dyiukodonin,  on  the  other  side  of  the  river  behind  the  petit 
market.   Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

•^^Interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Fode  Baba  Conde,  "Souleymane  Kante,  Auteur  Meconnu  et 
la  Litterature  du  N'ko,"  Senior  Thesis.  Universite  Julius 
Nyerere  de  Kankan,  1990,  p.  17. 

^A  copy  of  the  title  page  and  two  pages  from  one  of  the 
volumes  of  Mande  history  can  be  found  in  Appendix  D-4.   I  have 
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history  in  relation  to  Sundiata's  Malian  empire  (before, 
during,  and  after  Sundiata).  The  history  of  kings  had 
previously  been  the  domain  of  royal  jeli  who  recounted  the 
oral  traditions  surrounding  the  Malian  empire.  Now,  however, 
everyone  who  could  read  N'ko  had  access  to  the  information. 
He  also  wrote  local  histories  such  as  a  history  of  the  Kaba 
family  of  Kankan,  a  history  of  the  rise  to  power  of  Almami 
Samori  Toure,  a  history  of  Arabs  in  the  Soudan,  and  a  history 
of  the  city  of  Bamako.^''  He  transcribed  the  testimony  of  oral 
sources,  collected  the  histories  memorized  and  performed  by 
local  jeli,  and  translated  both  Arabic  and  French  written 
sources,  combining  them  to  achieve  these  completed  texts. ^° 

Kante's  selection  of  regional  histories  includes  a 
monograph  on  Liberia,  one  on  Sierra  Leone,  and  histories  of 
the  Mossi  and  the  Akan.''^   These  monographs  not  only  provided 


the  history  of  the  Handing  for  4000  years  written  in  N'ko. 
David  Conrad  had  the  N'ko  version  of  Mande  history  translated 
into  English  to  compare  it  to  the  Mande  history  in  the  oral 
tradition  as  told  by  the  jeli.  He  has  graciously  provided  me 
with  a  copy  of  the  translation  to  further  my  work  on  the 
history  of  the  alphabet. 

"^'l  have  not  personally  seen  all  of  the  titles  listed. 
Only  titles  that  are  important  for  the  entire  Mande-speaking 
world  have  found  their  way  into  publication.  Because  the 
source  of  publication  is  Cairo  and  because  publishers  only  do 
limited  runs,  published  texts  are  scarce.  In  a  personal 
conversation  with  me,  Fode  Baba  Conde  told  me  that  he  saw 
many  of  the  manuscripts  in  the  personal  libraries  of  his 
informants  as  he  conducted  the  research  for  his  Senior  Thesis. 


'°Fode  Baba  Conde,  pp.  18-19. 

^^I  have  not  personally  seen  these  manuscripts.  Fode  Baba 
Conde,  pp.  18-19. 


178 
the  histories  of  Mande  speakers  in  the  diaspora,  but  they  also 
demonstrated  their  connection  with  the  heartland.  Mande 
speakers  in  the  diaspora  could  read  the  ancient  history  and 
trace  their  heritage  back  to  the  heartland.''^  Mande  speakers 
in  the  heartland  could  read  about  their  relatives  far  removed 
and  about  Mande  relationships  with  other  ethnic  groups  across 
West  Africa.  Kante  is  remembered  as  constantly  advising 
individual  families  to  record  their  histories  by  interviewing 
elders  to  acquire  the  knowledge  that  they  possessed.  By 
writing  down  the  knowledge  of  the  elders,  personal,  family, 
and  royal  histories  could  be  traced  back  into  the  nineteenth 
century.  Writing  Mande  languages  in  a  Mande  writing  system 
presented  the  opportunity  to  preserve  more  than  the  stories  of 
famous  members  of  the  community  that  was  the  usual  fare  handed 
down  by  the  jeli.  N'ko  accommodated  the  individual  stories  of 
any  family  member  regardless  of  his  or  her  status. 

Under  the  topic  of  sociology  Kante  wrote  a  text  on  the 
essential  Mande  patrimony,  the  rules  of  marriage,  and  social 
organization  and  peaceful  co-existence.''-'  Kante  preserved  in 
writing  Mande  social  norms  as  related  to  him  by  the  elders. 
Guarding  these  rules  of  conduct  counteracted  the  loss  of  Mande 
culture  to  the  imposition  of  foreign  customs.  Kante  also 
translated  The   Declaration  of  the  Rights  of  Man.   He  wrote 


'^^Fode  Baba  Conde,  pp.  18-19. 

^I  have  a  book  on  Mande  Social  Customs,  see  Appendix  D-6 
for  the  title  page  of  the  book.  This  particular  work  is 
printed  rather  than  a  copy  of  a  hand-written  manuscript. 


179 
texts  on  the  invention  of  N'ko,  an  N'ko  dictionary,  as  well  as 
primers  to  teach  the  writing  system.''^  While  Kante  recorded 
Mande  poems,  songs,  stories,  and  proverbs  in  N'ko,  he  also 
wrote  his  own  poems  and  stories.''^  Among  them  was  the  poem  "Le 
Capitaine  de  I'esperance  au  bord  du  vaisseau  des  elites  sur 
1 'ocean  des  lumieres"  written  for  and  dedicated  to  Ghanaian 
independence.^^  Kante  presented  his  poem  to  Kwame  Nkrumah  at 
the  celebration  in  1957.  In  the  discipline  of  philosophy  he 
recorded  an  encyclopedia  explaining  the  works  of  fifty 
philosophers  from  antiquity  and  fifty  philosophers  after  the 
birth  of  Jesus  Christ.*^ 

From  the  field  of  science  Kante  translated  works  in  the 
exact  and  experimental  sciences.''^  He  translated/transcribed 
material     from   such   disciplines   as   astronomy,   botany. 


^^I  have  a  copy  of  the  first  book  of  N'ko,  N'ko  primers 
I  and  II  by  Souleymane  Kante,  the  French-N'ko  primer  written 
by  Ibrahima  Kante,  Souleymane  Kante 's  son  and  an  N'ko 
dictionary.   See  Appendix  D-2  and  D-3  for  samples. 

^^I  have  seen  these  texts.   Included  in  Appendix  D-11  is 

a  portion  of  the  poem  dedicated  to  Ghanaian  independence  and 

Appendix  D-8  is  a  copy  of  a  portion  of  the  newly  formed  N'ko 
tradition. 

''^Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  32, 
May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan.  Fode  Baba  Conde,  pp.  18-19.  See 
Appendix  D-11  for  samples  from  this  poem. 

'^Fode  Baba  Conde,  pp.  18-19. 

''^Although  I  have  not  seen  the  manuscripts  of  all  the 
science  related  texts,  I  personally  have  a  copy  of  a  general 
science  text.  See  Appendix  D-9  for  an  example  of  science 
written  in  N'ko. 
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geography,  geometry,  meteorology,  mathematics,  and  zoology.^' 
He  wrote  math  texts  and  a  dictionary  of  Franco-Maninka 
scientific  terminology.  Kante  translated  the  names  of  the 
parts  of  the  internal  combustion  engine. 

Although  his  translations  of  scientific  knowledge  were 
important  to  Mande  society,  of  greater  significance  was  his 
contribution  in  medicine  and  the  healing  arts.  He  wrote 
recorded  lists  of  medicinal  plants  and  the  best  medical 
treatments  for  317  tropical  diseases.  He  collected  and 
described  Mande  healing  arts  and  the  medicines  attributed  with 
healing  in  N'ko.^°  Kante  spent  much  of  his  life  traveling 
throughout  the  Mande  world  collecting  the  knowledge  of  healing 
techniques  and  plants  that  produced  medicines.  He  compiled  a 
book  of  pharmacopee  which  Mande  healers  use  today  to  treat 
those  who  are  sick.^''  Many  of  Kante 's  paternal  and  immediate 
family  members  have  chosen  to  control  knowledge  in 
pharmacopee,  the  field  of  the  healing  arts. 

After  Souleymane  Kante  perfected  his  alphabet,  he  is 
remembered  as  being  absorbed  in  translating  and  transcribing 
texts  into  N'ko.  The  period  for  the  translation  and 
transcription  of  all  the  texts  listed  above,  however,  was  much 


'"'Pode  Baba  Conde,  p.  20.  I  have  not  seen  these 
monographs . 

^°Ibid.,    p.  18. 

^^I  have  seen  the  N'ko  books  used  by  my  four  Pharmacopee 
practitioner  informants.  N'ko  is  used  to  write  signs  for  the 
dispensary.   See  Appendix  D-10. 
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longer  than  the  ten  years  between  the  invention  and  1959  when 
Souleymane  Kante  is  reported  to  have  formally  presented  it  to 
Sekou  Toure's  independence  government.  The  translation  and 
transcription  of  texts  into  N'ko  was  Souleymane  Kante 's  life 
long  occupation.  His  work  was  dominated  by  two  types  of 
knowledge:  recorded,  published  knowledge  and  unrecorded, 
indigenous  knowledge.  He  made  the  decision  about  the 
knowledge  with  which  N'ko  readers  would  have  first  contact. 
In  the  realm  of  published  works,  Kante  selected,  translated, 
and  transcribed  texts  that  he  thought  contained  the  most 
important  knowledge  for  Mande  speakers  to  possess.  In  the 
realm  of  unrecorded  knowledge,  he  collected  oral  traditions 
and  local  knowledge  to  share  with  the  general  Mande-speaking 
population  and  to  preserve  these  works  for  Mande-speaking 
posterity.  Kante  dedicated  his  life  to  the  single-handed 
effort  of  providing  materials  written  in  N'ko  for  the 
readership  of  N'ko  literates. 

There  are  no  dates  for  the  translations  of  any  of  the 
texts.  Other  than  the  Quran  and  the  Hadith  being  translated 
first,  there  is  no  order  in  which  texts  were  chosen  to  be 
translated  or  transcribed.  Informants  speculated  that  had 
Souleymane  Kante  begun  by  translating  scientific  works,  people 
would  not  necessarily  have  been  attracted  to  the  alphabet. 
For  instance,  in  1957  when  Kante  explained  that  the  earth 
turned  on  its  axis,  people  thought  that  he  was  totally  insane. 
The  scholarship  in  the  old  Quranic  schools  taught  that  the 
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earth  was  stationary .^^  Translating  texts  related  to  Islam 
drew  people  to  the  alphabet  like  a  magnet.  Informants 
remembered  that  initially,  most  people  learned  N'ko  for  purely 
religious  reasons — to  understand  Islam  more  perfectly.  Many 
added  to  religious  reasons  a  cultural  interest  so  that  they 
could  know  Mande  history,  stories,  proverbs,  and  poems.  The 
secondary  attraction  for  many  others  was  writing  their 
thoughts  in  journals  or  in  correspondence,  while  still  others 
saw  the  potential  of  keeping  their  business  records  in  N'ko.^-' 
Informants  believed  that  no  one  would  have  learned  the 
alphabet  had  texts  not  been  translated  into  the  new  alphabet. 

Early  Dissemination 
After  inventing  N'ko,  Souleymane  Kante's  first  impulse 
was  to  conduct  test  trials.  Teaching  the  alphabet  to  his 
students,  he  postponed  publishing  it.^'^  Formal  publication 
could  have  been  catastrophic  in  colonial  West  Africa. 
Considered  culturally  inferior  by  their  European  conquerors, ^^ 
Africans  were  encouraged  to  take  up  the  European  civilizing 
mission  and  discouraged  from  participating  in  indigenous 


^^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^■'interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^William  B.  Cohen,  The  French  Encounter  with  Africans: 
White  Response  to  Blacks,  1530-1880,  ( Bloomington,  IN: 
Indiana  University  Press,  1980),  pp.  237. 
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cultural  development.^^  Moreover,  the  French  overlords  were 
extremely  wary  of  a  possible  Muslim-initiated  African 
resistance  movement  that  could  extend  across  their  heavily 
Muslim  colonies  of  West  Africa^''.  Individual  Africans  did  not 
want  to  attract  attention.  They  did  not  want  to  be  seen  as 
challenging  the  status  quo  because  they  believed  that  anyone 
the  French  perceived  to  be  a  threat  disappeared.  Thus, 
according  to  Kante's  brother,  Souleymane  Kante  preferred  to 
teach  the  alphabet  to  students  rather  than  confront  Kamal 
Marwa  in  an  international  journal,  which  would  have  singled 
Kante  out  as  an  African  inventor  who  was  ultimately 
challenging  racist  precepts. 

According  to  his  first  student,  Kante  taught  those  who 
lived  with  him  in  the  Diallo  concession  in  Abidjan. ^^  Family 
members  represented  another  segment  of  his  student  population. 
In  1949,  Souleymane  sent  his  youngest  brother  passage  money  to 
join  him  in  Abidjan.^''  Finally,  he  chose  other  students  from 
among  the  mass  of  illiterates  who  had  been  rejected  by  the 
colonial   educational  process.   These   first  students  were 


"^Louis  Brenner,  Muslim  Identity  and  Social  Change  in  Sub- 
Saharan  Africa,  (Bloomington,  IN:  Indiana  University  Press, 
1993),  p.  76. 

^^Ibid.,    p.  61. 

^^One  of  Souleymane  Kante's  sons  identified  one  of  the 
informants  in  interview  84  a  being  Kante's  first  student. 
Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  in  group 
interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan,  the  informant  named 
above  claimed  to  be  Kante's  first  student. 

^'interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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responsible  for  publicizing  N'ko  outside  the  notice  of 
colonial  governments. 

Family  and  friends  who  lived  and  worked  with  him  in 
Abidjan  reminisced  that  Kante's  daily  routine  began  with  the 
morning  prayer,  after  which  he  and  his  brother  went  to  the 
market  place.  The  brothers  had  a  market  table  where  they  sold 
knives  and  machetes.  N'ko,  however,  was  Souleymane's  first 
occupation,  so  while  his  younger  brother  conducted  business, 
Souleymane  taught  N'ko  beside  his  commercial  concession. 
After  the  4  p.m.  prayer,  Souleymane  went  home  to  rest  so  that 
he  would  be  prepared  to  work  with  perfecting,  teaching,  or 
translating  N'ko  during  the  evening  hours. ^°  When  Souleymane 
traveled  to  Dakar  on  business  in  1951,  his  brother  recalled 
that  more  than  40  people  wrote  him  letters  in  N'ko.'^  When  he 
returned  he  found  that  a  large  number  of  people  in  Abidjan 
knew  N'ko.  The  promotion  of  N'ko  had  begun. '^ 

Many  of  the  first  students  of  N'ko  were  merchants  who 
carried  the  new  alphabet  with  them  along  the  trade  routes  to 
the  farthest  reaches  of  Mande  speakers  in  West  Africa.  ^^ 


^Interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana;  and  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'""interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^The  informant  recounted  his  visit  to  Abidjan  in  1953, 
where  he  witnessed  people  learning  N'ko,  interview  35,  May  11, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^According  to  the  informants  in  group  interview  08,  March 
8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah,  at  the  time  only  Maninka  speaking 
long  distance  traders  were  merchants  in  Abidjan.  When  the 
exploitation  of  the  Sefadou  diamond  mines  in  Sierra  Leone 


185 
Family  members  reminisced  that  Kante  visited  them  in  Guinea, 
and  that  they  visited  him  in  Cote  d'lvoire.  Knowledge  of  the 
invention  attracted  Mande  speakers'  attention.  The  paternal 
family  first  heard  of  the  invention  through  letters  sent  from 
Abidjan  by  both  Souleymane  and  his  brother.  One  family  member 
went  to  see  for  himself,  visiting  the  brothers  in  Cote 
d'lvoire.'^  Henceforth,  N'ko  was  taught  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin.  One  of  his  brothers  recollected  trying  to  duplicate 
Souleymane 's  efforts  to  better  understand  the  creative 
process.  Souleymane  Kante  sent  a  book  of  N'ko  to  the  uncle  of 
one  of  his  father's  ex-students.^^  Members  of  the  paternal 
unit  who  had  married  into  other  communities  remembered 
learning  N'ko  from  family  members.'^ 

The  maternal  side  of  Souleymane  Kante 's  family  reported 
learning  the  alphabet  when  Souleymane  returned  to  Balandou  in 
1949  to  participate  in  a  family  circumcision  ceremony.'^  In 
Balandou,  the  first  student  of  N'ko  was  his  uncle  who  became 


began,  many  of  these  merchants  carried  the  ability  to  write 
and  teach  N'ko  with  them  into  the  new  market  place. 

'^Group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Kolonin. 

'^Group  interview  28,  April  27,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Popoko . 

^One  of  Souleymane  Kante 's  sisters  said  that  she  learned 
N'ko  from  a  brother  while  the  other  said  she  learned  it  from 
her  sister-in-law.  Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in 
D jankana. 

^''Croup  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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the  iwam.'^^  The  imam  encouraged  the  children  to  become 
students  of  N'ko.  He  gave  his  first  book  of  N'ko  to  120 
residents  of  Balandou.  Kante  returned  to  Balandou  in  1951 
promoting  his  alphabet.'^ 

A  member  of  Kante 's  extended  family  was  encouraged  to 
learn  N'ko  and  to  use  it  for  correspondence  in  Bouake,  Cote 
d'lvoire.  In  1951,  this  same  family  member  brought  the 
alphabet  with  him  to  Bate  Nafadji,  where  he  taught  it  to  his 
family  and  the  entire  townJ""  Family  members  in  Djankana 
recalled  that  Souleymane  addressed  them,  recommending  that 
they  learn  the  alphabet  and  teach  it  to  their  neighbors.'"^'' 
Souleymane  Kante 's  long-time  friend  from  Kankan,  El  Hadj 
Kabine  Diane,  is  said  to  have  seen  the  alphabet  in  Bouake.  """^ 
He  and  his  brother  learned  the  alphabet  in  1954.  Diane's  told 
me  that  he  then  took  it  with  him  to  Egypt  in  1955.''°'  The 
merchants  from  Karifamoriah  and  a  farmer  from  Kankan  first 
believed  that  they  saw  N'ko  in  Abengoro,  Cote  d'lvoire,  in 
1956.  They  learned  it  there  and  brought  it  home  to  teach 
their  families  and  members  of  the  community.  They  said  that 


^"Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou, 

'^Ibid. 

^°°Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^'Interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^°^Interview  82,  August  10,  1994,  in  Conakry. 

^°'lJbid. 
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Abengoro  was  the  first  town  truly  to  have  learned  N'RoJ"^ 
According  to  one  informant,  the  Quranic  scholar  of  Madina  was 
so  interested  in  the  alphabet  he  had  him  read  aloud  texts  that 
had  been  written  in  N'ko.''°^ 

In  1954  in  Kankan,  one  informant  said  that  he  had  learned 
that  the  imam  at  the  Meteo  Mosque  had  been  one  of  Kante's 
students.  He  tried  to  persuade  the  imam  to  teach  him  the 
alphabet  but  to  no  avail.  The  informant's  brother  then  went 
to  Abidjan  and  became  a  student  of  N'ko  with  Kante  himself. ''°^ 
Having  heard  about  the  N'ko  alphabet,  Taliby  Kaba,  the  nephew 
and  namesake  of  the  Islamic  scholar  Taliby  Kaba''^''  is  reported 
to  have  left  Kankan  to  learn  N'ko  in  Abidjan  in  1955.''°^  The 
younger  Taliby  was  reputed  to  have  learned  the  alphabet  in  one 
week.''°^  Later,  Taliby  Kaba,  the  nephew,  is  remembered  as 
teaching  informant  22  N'ko  in  the  town  of  Macenta,  Guinea, 
which  indicates  that  the  alphabet  was  spreading  along  the 
Guinea-Sierra  Leone-Liberia  trade  routes  that  run  through 


"""^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karifamoriah;  and 
group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''°^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''"^Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''"''The  N'ko  alphabet  appeared  to  please  the  elder  Taliby, 
and  because,  the  informant  in  interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in 
Kankan,  reported  that  he  encouraged  everyone  to  learn  it. 

''"^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  Interview 
32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan.  The  informant  confirms  that  he 
saw  Taliby  teaching  N'ko  in  1959. 

''"'^Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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Macenta.''''°  Another  informant  indicated  that  he  first  saw  the 
alphabet  in  1954  in  Koyindou,  Sierra  Leone,  but  that  he  did 
not  learn  it  until  1955  in  Sedadou,  Sierra  Leone. '''^'' 

Mande  speakers  gradually  spread  the  word  about  the  new 
alphabet  that  faithfully  transcribed  Mande  languages. 
Souleymane  Kante  encouraged  Mande  speakers  to  learn  the 
alphabet.  Seeking  out  students  from  among  his  family  members, 
Kante  initiated  a  clientele  that  delivered  students  to  him  as 
well.  Guided  by  the  policy  of  "each  one  teach  one,"  knowledge 
of  the  alphabet  spiraled  from  its  home  in  Abidjan  to  the 
farthest  extent  of  the  Mande-speaking  diaspora  in  West  Africa. 
Meanwhile,  Kante  worked  to  strengthen  the  alphabet  and 
translate  and  transcribe  N'ko  texts  for  those  who  were  newly 
literate  in  N'ko  to  read. 

The  Reaction 
The  following  characterization  of  the  reaction  to  the 
invention  comes  from  informants  who  support  the  acquisition  of 
N'ko  literacy.  While  their  perceptions  of  the  attitudes, 
events,  and  motivations  falter  under  the  scrutiny  of  the 
accuracy  of  observation,  transmission,  and  memory,  they  call 
upon  the  knowledge  passed  to  them  through  conversations  with 
the  inventor  and  their  experiences  in  the  Mande-speaking 
community   as   the   alphabet   was   disseminated.      Their 


''^"interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan, 
''■'''interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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presentation  of  the  facts  as  they  interpret  them  provides  the 
only  existing  window  available  to  the  event  and  the  reaction 
of  the  community .  ^^^ 

Informants  reminisced  that  the  informal  introduction  of 
the  alphabet  met  with  an  outpouring  of  negativism  that 
included  disrespect  for  its  author.   Mande  speakers  literate 
in  Arabic  and  French,  the  larger  population  of  Mande  speakers, 
and  the  European  colonizers  represent  three  categories  of 
reaction  to  the  learning  of  the  alphabet.    The  intellectuals 
who  were  literate  in  Arabic  and/or  French  are  remembered  as 
taunting  Souleymane  Kante  about  his  educational  background. 
They  called  into  question  the  fact  that  he  had  only  completed 
Quranic  school.   The  respondents,  many  of  whom  had  graduated 
from  madrasas,    public  schools,  or  a  combination  of  Quranic 
school  and  public  school,  accused  Kante  of  being  uneducated 
and,  therefore,  incapable  of  the  task  he  had  set  for  himself. 
When  Kante  was  asked  about  his  university  affiliation,  his 
response  was  to  query  the  scholars  about  which  university 
offered  a  degree  in  alphabet  creation.  The  Arabic  scholars 


^^^Of  the  informants  interviewed,  approximately  one  half 
have  acquired  literacy  in  N'ko.  Those  informants  who 
supported  Souleymane  Kante  and  his  invention  were  family, 
friends,  and  supporters  whose  recollections  undergird  this 
presentation.  Those  informants  who  knew  about  N'ko  but  were 
not  literate  in  it  generally  support  the  comments  of  the  first 
group .^  Those  informants  who  had  not  heard  about  N'ko  were  not 
familiar  with  any  of  the  events.  The  personalities  framed 
herein  as  having  resisted  N'ko  either  acquiesced  to  the 
learning  of  the  alphabet  or  were  untraceable  so  as  to  obtain 
their  personal  comments  on  the  event.  To  the  knowledge  of 
informants,  the  Europeans  who  had  been  present  and  may  have 
witnessed  the  alphabet  were  no  longer  residents  in  Guinea. 
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responded  that  the  N'ko  alphabet  was  not  handed  down  from  God 
and  advised  their  students  not  to  waste  time  learning  itJ^^ 

Muslim  scholars  realized  that  their  students  would  no 
longer  need  an  Arabic  education  to  read  the  Quran  if  they 
learned  N'ko.  N'ko  literacy  coupled  with  a  translation  of  the 
Quran  into  N'ko  would  effectively  eliminate  their  positions 
and  their  status  within  the  Islamic  community.  Muslim 
scholars  were  well  respected  because  of  their  schooling,  and 
an  Arabic  language  education  was  the  most  sought  after.  They 
reportedly  viewed  the  purpose  of  N'ko  as  the  demystif ication 
of  religion.  More  importantly,  N'ko  represented  the  further 
reduction  in  the  status  of  Islamic  scholars  being  perpetrated 
by  the  French  in  the  Mande  world.  ^^^  The  great  teachers  of 
Kankan  did  not  like  N'ko  because  of  these  implications .  ^^^ 

Other  Mande  intellectuals  resisted  N'ko  at  first.  They 
turned  their  backs  on  the  invention  for  many  reasons, 
including  the  deprecation  of  their  own  culture,  the  absence 
of  a  translated  literature,  and  the  fear  of  status  loss  in 
rejecting  the  control  over  knowledge  through  Arabic  or  French. 
Because  this  was  an  African  invention,  some  people  rejected 
N'ko  thinking  that  Africans  did  not  have  the  capacity  to 


Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  62, 
July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in 
Kankan;  and  interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^'^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  62, 
July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview  05,  March  3,  1993  in 
Kankan. 
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Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan, 
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produce  such  an  invention J^'^  After  inventing  the  alphabet, 
Souleymane  showed  it  to  one  of  his  neighbors.  His  response 
was  incredulity.  The  neighbor  thought  that  Kante  had  lost  his 
mind.^^''  However,  the  imaginations  of  the  neighbor  and  others 
were  captured  by  the  potential  of  an  indigenous  alphabet,  and 
they  began  to  accept  it.  Some  informants  recalled  that  their 
initial  rejection  of  the  alphabet  dissolved  when  they 
considered  it  a  cultural  invention  in  which  they  could  take 
pride.  Thus,  they  learned  N'ko.  Some  learned  N'ko  for  the 
love  of  the  maternal  language,  others  learned  it  to  better 
learn  Islam,  while  still  others  learned  it  to  write  their  own 
thoughts  and  business  records. '''^^  Literary  works  such  as 
stories,  proverbs,  and  poems  attracted  people  back  to  their 
own  cultural  heritage. ^^^ 

Even  those  who  were  interested  in  learning  the  N'ko 
alphabet  first  rejected  it  because  there  was  nothing  yet 
written  in  N'ko.''^°  Souleymane  Kante  promised  them  that  if 
they  learned  the  alphabet  and  began  using  it  first  for 
writing,  he  would  translate  the  Quran  and  a  multitude  of  other 


''''^Group  interview  28,  April  27,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Popoko . 

"''interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''''^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'''"interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

"■^"Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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works  for  them  to  readJ^^  The  reinforcement  of  Mande  writing 
skills  included  writing  correspondence,  keeping  business 
records,  keeping  diaries  and  journals,  and  recording  family- 
histories.  Souleymane  quoted  Amadou  Hampate  Ba  who  said  "En 
Afrique,  un  vieillard  que  meurt  est  une  bibliotheque  qui 
brule"  [In  Africa  an  elder  who  dies  is  like  a  library  that 
burns  down]  J^^  As  the  Quran  and  other  important  works  were 
translated,  more  and  more  people  became  interested. 

Some  intellectuals  refused  to  learn  N'ko  because  they  did 
not  know  how  to  integrate  the  new  knowledge  into  their  lives 
while  maintaining  the  status  that  they  had  acquired  by 
learning  Arabic  and/or  French.  ^^^  The  knowledge  that  they 
controlled  through  these  two  languages  was  extremely  powerful, 
both  esoterically  and  materially.  Yet,  they  said  that  they 
were  drawn  to  the  intellectual  challenge  of  writing  their 
maternal  language  in  an  African  derived  alphabet.  Souleymane 
clarified  the  intellectual  position  of  N'ko  by  stating  that  it 
was  not  his  intention  to  forget  Arabic  and  French,  but  to 
include  N'ko.''^^  Consequently,  intellectuals  were  drawn  by  the 
cultural  dynamic  of  N'ko  literacy. ^^^ 


^^^Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 

""^^Fode  Baba  Conde,  p.  21. 

""^^Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

''^^Group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^^Interview  59,   June  28,   1993,   in  Kankan;  and  group 
interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 


193 
The  European  response  to  the  invention  of  the  alphabet  is 
absent  from  the  official  accounts  written  by  colonial 
administrators.  Mande  speakers,  on  the  other  hand,  recognized 
and  discussed  N'ko's  potential  value.  While  many  Europeans 
were  reported  to  have  known  about  the  invention,  documentation 
of  it  appears  to  be  absent  from  the  official  transcript.  The 
only  European  reaction  related  by  informants  took  place  at  the 
Surete  in  Abidjan.  After  the  invention  came  to  dominate 
hidden  transcript  discourse,  Souleymane  Kante's  brother 
remembers  being  told  that  Kante  had  been  summoned  to  the 
Surete  and  interviewed  by  the  police.  Kante  feared  that  if  he 
were  officially  credited  with  the  invention,  he  would 
disappear,  as  had  so  many  other  Africans  who  inspired 
uncertainty  and  fear  among  the  Europeans.  So,  Kante  told  the 
police  that  he  himself  was  in  the  process  of  learning  N'ko, 
not  an  altogether  untrue  statement.  He  was  summarily 
dismissed,  however,  after  telling  them  that  he  had  graduated 
from  Quranic  school.  Evidently,  the  French  felt  that  no  one 
with  a  Quranic  school  education  could  possibly  invent  an 
alphabet.  The  Surete  apparently  wrote  nothing  about  the 
incident. ""^^  Another  informant  related  that  some  African  civil 


''^^Souleymane  Kante's  brother  told  this  story  about  the 
time  that  he  spent  living  with  Souleymane  Kante  in  Abidjan. 
Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.  However,  in  group 
interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan,  neither  informant 
who  had  known  Kant^  well  during  this  period  could  corroborate 
the  story.  If  the  story  is  true,  perhaps  Kante  did  not 
discuss  it  for  security  reasons.  I  also  heard  the  story  from 
informant  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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servants  knew  about  N'ko  but  they  did  not  learn  it  publicly, 
keeping  it  buried  in  the  hidden  transcript . ''^^ 

Conclusion 
The  N'ko  alphabet's  importance  to  Mande  culture  rests  in 
its  creation  as  the  revolutionary  vision  of  a  Mande 
intellectual.  To  the  Mande,  N'ko  literacy  returned  to  them 
control  over  knowledge  through  language — Mande  in  its  written 
form.  N'ko  revolutionized  the  ability  of  all  Mande  speakers 
to  gain  access  to  knowledge  that  had  previously  been  under  the 
control  of  foreign  languages  and  alphabets.  In  addition  to 
inventing  the  alphabet,  Souleymane  Kante  spent  years 
translating  into  N'ko  works  that  would  be  culturally  important 
to  Mande  speakers.  Because  most  Maninka  speakers  are  Muslim, 
he  first  translated  the  Quran  and  all  other  important  Islamic 
religious  documents  into  Maninka  and  then  transcribed  them 
into  N'ko.  Once  these  significant  texts  were  verified,  those 
literate  in  N'ko  no  longer  had  to  depend  on  the 
interpretations  of  someone  who  acquired  this  knowledge  through 
the  use  of  Arabic. ''^^   One  informant  said  that  the  Quran  was 


''^''in  1956,  a  government  official  named  Moussa  Diakite 
surreptitiously  learned  the  alphabet,  reported  in  interview 
32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^^^his  may  be  comparable  to  the  period  of  the  Protestant 
Reformation  in  Western  Europe,  when  religious  texts  were 
translated  from  the  Latin  into  vernacular  languages  so  that 
people  could  read  the  Bible  for  themselves. 
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not  just  for  those  who  speak  Arabic  but  for  all  humanity.''^' 
Thus,  Islamic  knowledge  became  potentially  accessible  to  all 
Maninka,  not  just  those  who  could  read  and  understand  Arabic. 
Kante  compiled  a  transcription  and  translation  of  Mande 
history.  His  history  synthesized  oral  traditions  and  written 
histories  that  were  produced  by  internal  and  external  sources. 
Those  who  were  literate  in  N'ko  no  longer  had  to  depend  on  the 
vagaries  of  oral  tradition  or  oral  history  nor  did  they  have 
to  depend  on  the  sole  word  of  foreign  historians.  Anyone 
could  read  the  stories  of  the  past  to  his  children.  This 
history  promoted  a  resurgence  of  interest  and  pride  in  the 
Mande  heroic/historic  past,  one  of  the  components  of  cultural 
identity.  Kante  also  translated  modern  European  and  American 
mathematics,  science,  and  medical  texts.  Those  who  were 
literate  in  N'ko  no  longer  had  to  depend  solely  on  a  foreign 
language  to  gain  access  to  important  modern  technology.  For 
those  who  had  been  deprived  of  scientific  information  because 
of  their  resistance  to  colonialism,  scientific  knowledge  was 
at  their  fingertips.  Later,  Souleymane  Kante  conducted 
research  across  Mande  speaking  West  Africa  to  collect  oral 
traditions  on  the  Mande  healing  arts.  Those  who  practice 
"traditional"  medicine  use  the  text  that  he  compiled  and 
transcribed  into  N'ko  to  diagnose  and  prescribe  for  their 
Mande  speaking  clientele. 
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Interview    15,    March   20,    1993,    in   Kankan. 
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Souleymane's  response  to  Kamal  Marwa's  words  became  an 
attack  on  African  cultural  problems  of  the  era.  While 
Souleymane  Kante's  instincts  motivated  him  to  disprove  the 
journalist,  he  also  possessed  an  experiential  background 
sufficient  to  embark  upon  an  identified,  problem-solving 
methodology.  Aware  that  African  culture  had  been  disparaged  in 
the  press  and  in  the  literature  of  scientific  racism, 
Souleymane  Kante  felt  obligated  to  invent  an  alphabet .  ""^^ 
While  Kante's  endeavors  only  appear  to  have  sought  out  the 
stamp  of  European  approval,  he  was  actually  attempting  to 
regain  the  cultural  self-esteem  that  had  been  lost  in  the 
colonizing  process.  This  loss  of  self-esteem  generated  the 
negative  African  cultural  response  that  manifested  itself  in 
Africans  boycotting  N'ko  because  they  did  not  believe  that  an 
African  was  capable  of  such  an  invention.''^''  The  appraisal  of 
Mande  culture  had  always  been  judged  on  the  basis  of  foreign 
criteria  and  recorded  imperfectly  in  a  foreign  writing 
system. ''^^  The  value  of  a  society's  culture,  however,  can  only 
be  appraised  by  the  society  itself  and  in  the  society's  own 
language.  The  imposition  of  foreign  values  had  confused  Mande 
speakers  about  the  value  of  their  indigenous  culture.   These 


''^°  Informants  said  that  Souleymane  Kante  told  them  that 
he  felt  that  it  was  his  obligation  to  invent  an  alphabet. 
Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

''^''Group  interview  28,  April  27,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin- 
Popoko . 

''^^Interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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cultural  concerns  propelled  Souleymane  Kante  along  the 
creative  path  to  curtail  further  cultural  loss  at  the  hands  of 
Europeans.  He  adapted  technology  to  fit  his  culture's  special 
circumstances  and  redirected  the  focus  of  Mande  speakers 
inward  to  the  revitalization  of  indigenous  culture. 

Mande  speakers  throughout  West  Africa  took  an  interest  in 
the  new  writing  system.  Under  the  educational  policy  of  "each 
one  teach  one,"  N'ko  began  a  slow  and  halting  spread 
throughout  the  region.  Mande  speakers  in  the  Guinean  portion 
of  the  Mande  heartland,  however,  had  the  first  opportunity  to 
seize  upon  N'ko  as  tool  with  which  to  refocus  themselves  upon 
Mande  cultural  identity.  Because  Guinea  supported  a  number  of 
ethnic  groups,  the  political  parties  that  were  formed  during 
the  1950s  were  centered  upon  ethnicity.  Moreover,  Guinea's 
unprecedented  independence  under  the  leadership  of  Mande 
intellectuals  provided  more  freedom  to  pursue  a  cultural 
agenda  than  possible  elsewhere  in  the  region.  Mande 
intellectuals  refocused  the  Mande-speaking  community  upon  the 
cultural  value  of  a  common  heroic  past  and  a  common  language 
which  now  could  be  written  in  a  Mande-styled  writing  system. 
Mande  intellectuals  promulgated  N'ko  as  a  cultural  necessity 
at  a  grassroots  level.  This  growing  number  of  N'ko  literates 
became  the  informal  base  from  which  a  formal  campaign  would  be 
launched  in  the  1990s. 
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SKNECAL 


GEOGRAPHICAL 
DIVISIONS 

Basse  Guinee — Coastal 

Moyenne  Guinee — 
The  Fouta  Djallon 

Haute  Guinee — Plateau 

Guinee  Foresticre 


PLACE  NAMES 


1. 

Kankan  center  of  the  Bate 

2. 

Kouroussa 

3. 

Siguiri 

4. 

Kerouane 

5. 

Kissidougou 

6. 

Faranah 

7. 

Gueckcdou 

8. 

Macenta 

9. 

Beyla 

10. 

N'  Zerckore 

11. 

Conakry — Capital  of  Guinea 

Figure  7:  GEOGRAPHICAL  DIVISIONS  of  The  Republic  of  Guinea 
and  PLACE  NAMES  for  Haute-Guincie  and  Guinee 
Forestiere  (Abdoul  Goudoussi  Diallo,  Madame  Bah 
Aminatou,  H.Jover,  and  M.  Diridollou,  Gcoqraphie  de 
la  Guinee  et  de  I'Afrique  (Paris:  F0MA,5  Coninents, 
1987,  p.  13) 


CHAPTER  6 
RESTORING  CULTURE  UNDER  A  NEW  SUN 

"Whoever  knows   the  history  of  a   country  can   read  its   future." 
Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


Souleymane  Kante  was  one  of  the  many  Mande  speakers  who 
returned  home  after  Guinea's  "No"  vote  guaranteed  the  country 
its  independence  from  France  in  1958.^  As  a  result  of  the 
political  changes  instituted  by  the  post-war  colonial 
government,  the  "children  of  the  bright  country"  experienced 
a  cultural  revival.  Basking  in  the  new  sun  of  independence, 
local  people  refocused  their  attention  on  the  rising  star  of 
Mande  culture.  Being  literate  in  N'ko  became  an  important 
part  of  the  cultural  revival  because  the  possession  of  N'ko 
meant  the  repossession  of  cultural  integrity. 

The  chapter  begins  with  an  attempt  to  understand  the 
changes  in  the  community  to  which  Kante  formally  disseminated 
the  alphabet.  It  explores  the  sociopolitical  changes  occurring 


^Prior  to  independence,  many  Guineans  were  dispersed 
throughout  West  Africa.  Some  were  employed  by  the  French  as 
bureaucrats,  teachers,  or  as  railroad  transportation  workers. 
Others,  such  as  the  large  number  of  Maninka  speakers,  were 
dispersed  along  West  African  trade  routes.  For  example,  one 
informant's  father  had  been  the  railroad  station  master  at 
Bobo  Dioulasso,  Burkina  Faso,  in  1944.  Interview  07,  March  6, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 
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after  World  War  II.  These  changes  made  Kankan  and  Haute-Guinee 
a  fertile  ground  in  which  grew  a  passion  to  learn  the 
alphabet.  Using  the  principle  of  "each  one  teach  one,"  Mande 
speakers  literate  in  N'ko  germinated  the  seeds  of  an  informal 
grassroots  movement,  the  goal  of  which  was  spreading  N'ko 
literacy  among  all  Mande  speakers.  Kankan  became  the 
dissemination  point  from  which  the  alphabet  was  spread 
throughout  the  Mande  world.  The  sources  for  this  period  are 
secondary  sources  on  regional  politics  and  religion  and 
primary  sources  such  as  the  annual  reports  from  the  governors 
of  Guinee  Frangaise  to  the  governor-general  of  I'Afrigue 
Occidentale  Frangaise  and  oral  histories  supplied  by 
informants  from  the  area  of  Kankan.  These  sources  provide  the 
evidence  that  not  only  examines  the  character  of  the  people 
but  also  analyzes  the  forces  that  changed  their  attitudes. 
Mande  intellectuals  became  the  avant-guard  of  a  grassroots 
literacy  movement.  Forged  into  a  spearhead,  the  population  of 
Kankan  was  poised  in  anticipation  of  a  future  literacy 
campaign. 

The  chapter  continues  by  following  the  contestation  among 
Mande  speakers  for  control  over  knowledge  in  the  maternal 
language.  The  nature  of  this  contest  differed  from  the  local 
level  to  the  national  level.  In  Kankan,  the  contest 
materialized  as  one  over  the  local  support,  or  the  lack 
thereof,  for  the  N'ko  alphabet  by  local  religious  authorities 
such  as  imams.      Having  already  faced  a  Muslim  reform  movement, 
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the  Mande-speaking  imams,  Islamic  scholars,  and  Quranic  school 
teachers  of  Kankan  firmly  resisted  anything  that  smacked  of 
reform.  The  translation  of  religious  texts  from  Arabic  into 
Mande  languages  written  in  the  N'ko  alphabet  posed  such  a 
threat  because  it  altered  the  manner  by  which  people  gained 
access  to  religious  knowledge.  Although  never  openly  defined 
as  a  challenge,  the  actions  taken  by  some  local  religious 
authorities  retarded  the  growth  of  N'ko  at  its  official 
dissemination  point,  Kankan.  Secondary  sources  and  personal 
interviews  form  the  body  of  evidence  from  which  this  analysis 
is  drawn. 

At  the  national  level,  the  contest  was  demonstrated  in 
the  control  over  the  official  writing  system  used  to  record 
the  maternal  language,  Sekou  Toure  outwardly  rejected 
Souleymane  Kante's  indigenous  alphabet  for  general  Guinean 
use;  nevertheless,  he  incorporated  the  concept  of  acquiring 
knowledge  through  the  maternal  language  as  a  part  of  the 
Socialist  Cultural  Revolution  of  1968.  The  subtle  difference 
between  the  two  competing  programs,  Toure 's  "National  Language 
Program"  literacy  campaign  and  the  N'ko  literacy  movement, 
centered  on  the  access  to  knowledge  offered  by  the  program. 
Under  the  Toure  plan,  access  to  knowledge  was  limited  by  a 
lack  of  translated  works.  Under  the  Kante  plan,  however, 
N'ko  literates  gained  access  to  a  wide  variety  of  knowledge 
translated  and  transcribed  into  N'ko  by  Souleymane  Kante. 
UNESCO  publications,   Guinea's  Ministry  of   Education   and 
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Culture  publications,  and  the  testimony  of  informants  who  were 
close  to  both  parties  and  the  interviews  with  those  who 
participated  in  the  "National  Language  Program"  bear  witness 
to  the  struggles  Mande  speakers  underwent  during  the  Cultural 
Revolution. 

Breaking  Ground: 
Sowing  the  Seeds  of  Cultural  Nationalism 

The  cultural  revival  experienced  by  citizens  of  Haute- 

Guinee  emanated  from  social  and  political  changes  that  had 

occurred  in  the  1940s  and  1950s  during  the  final  years  of  the 

colonial  experience.  Social  changes  resulted  from  an  Islamic 

reform  movement  that  entered  the  region  in  the  1940s.   An 

international  anti-Sufi  reform  movement  challenged  the  local 

Qadiri   and   Tijani   Sufi   orders.     The   reformers   called 

themselves   Sunni,   but   their   opponents   called   them   the 

Wahhabiyya.^    While  the  group's  anti-colonial  sentiments 

attracted  the  attention  of  the  colonial  government,  the  French 

recognized  a  more  serious  and  subtle  challenge  leveled  at  them 

by  the  possibilities  implicit  in  the  international  dimension 


^Claude  Riviere,  "Bilan  de  1 ' Islamisation  en  Guinee," 
Afrique  Documents,  No.  105-106,  Cinquieme  et  Sixieme  Cahier, 
1969,  p.  343.  One  informant  reported  that  in  1940  only  the 
Sufi  orders  of  the  Qadiriyya  and  the  Tijaniyya  were  present  in 
Kankan.  He  judged  the  Sunni/Wahhabis  settled  in  Kankan  just 
before  the  establishment  of  the  RDA  political  party  in  Kankan 
in  1948.  Interview  12,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  group 
interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou,  the  informants  dated 
the  incursion  of  the  Sunni/Wahhabi  movement  into  Kankan  with 
the  arrival  of  Al-Hajj  Kabine  Diane  from  Bouake  which  they 
guessed  as  1941. 
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of  the  movement.  Informants  reminisced  how  at  the  local 
level,  the  new  group  proved  to  be  divisive  to  Muslim  unity. ^ 
Conflict  between  the  two  groups  caused  minor  problems  for  the 
police.^  The  Sunni/Wahhabi  reform  movement  called  for  the 
purification  of  Islam,  which  appeared  to  provoke  more  of  a 
struggle  among  the  Islamic  sects  and  aristocratic  families 
than  a  struggle  against  Christianity  or  colonialism.^ 

The  Sunni/Wahhabi  sect  gained  converts  through  four  major 
avenues.  First,  the  increasing  numbers  of  West  African 
Muslims  making  the  pilgrimage,  the  hajj,  to  Mecca  came  into 
contact  with  Sunni/Wahhabi  intellectuals.^  Upon  their  return 
home,  many  pilgrims  changed  their  sectarian  allegiance.^   Some 


^Sufi  informants,  from  the  Tijani  and  Qadiri 
brotherhoods,  characterized  the  Sunnis  as  divisive  to  Kankan's 
Islamic  community.   Interview  12,  March  16,1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Marcel  Chailley,  Histoire  de  I'Afrique  Occidentale 
Fran^aise  1638-1959,  (Paris:  Editions  Berger-Levrault,  1968), 
p. 469.  The  informants  in  group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in 
Balandou,  defined  the  Sunni/Wahhabi  crisis.  At  that  time,  the 
area  of  the  Bate  was  not  in  touch  with  the  Arab  countries  and 
Muslims  lacked  Islamic  books.  The  Sunni/Wahhabiyya  found 
certain  local  rules  that  they  considered  incompatible  with 
Islam.  They  believed  that  the  condition  existed  because  the 
people  did  not  genuinely  understand  the  Quran.  They  said,  "in 
a  word,  Islam  had  been  mystified." 

^Governors'  reports  from  the  Colony  of  Guinee  Frangaise 
in  the  late  1940s  discuss  the  numbers  of  Muslims  requesting 
permission  to  perform  the  Hajj.  Ed  Terrac,  Le  Gouverneur  de 
la  Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  I'Annee 
1947,"  p.  10;  Roland  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la  Colonie  de  la 
Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  I'Annee  1948,"  p.  14. 

''Many  of  my  Sunni  informants  date  their  conversion  to  the 
Sunni  movement  as  their  pilgrimage  to  Mecca.  Interview  19, 
April  6,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  04,  March  1,  1993,  in 
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Muslim  students  doing  advanced  studies  in  Egypt  and  in  Saudi 
Arabia  were  influenced  by  their  extended  stay  in  the  Sunni 
region.  Searching  for  access  to  the  economic  opportunities 
offered  under  colonial  rule,  many  non-Muslims  were  attracted 
to  Islam  because  merchants  had  been  historically  Muslim,^  and 
many  non-Muslims  were  attracted  specifically  to  the  new  sect 
because  of  its  international  connections.  Young  reform-minded 
intellectuals  reformed  the  Quranic  schools  educating  the  next 
generation  in  the  "madrasa"  system  which,  in  addition  to 
teaching  the  Quran,  taught  Arabic  as  a  "living"  language  and 
provided  a  modern  curriculum  competitive  with  French  public 
schools .  ^° 

The  political  reforms  implemented  in  the  colonies  in  1945 
initially  had  little  meaning  to  French  subjects  who  had 
limited  education  and  no  democratic  experience.  Until  1954, 
the  French  exerted  overt  and  covert  influence  in  democratic 
elections  much  as  they  had  dictated  the  dominance  of  the 


Kankan.  Other  Sunni  informants  changed  to  the  Sunni  sect  at 
an  early  age.  Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview 
16,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  05,  March  3, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Interview  34,  May  10,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Louis  Brenner  identified  the  emerging  merchant  class  of 
Mali  as  taking  on  a  Wahhabi/Sunni  identity.  As  the  southern 
Soudanic  extension  of  Mande  speakers,  Haute-Guinee 's  evolving 
merchant  class  made  similar  choices  in  the  selection  of 
Islamic  sect.  "Constructing  Muslim  Identities  in  Mali," 
Muslim  Identity  and  Social  Change  in  Sub-Saharan  Africa,  Louis 
Brenner,  ed.,  (Bloomington,  IN:  Indiana  University  Press, 
1993,  p.  62. 

''°Brenner,  p.  61, 


205 
colonial  government  J''   Their  struggle  to  retain  control  was 
challenged  by  indigenous  attempts  to  grasp  the  democratic 
process.   Such  was  the  case  in  the  1945-46  elections  in  which 
Lamine   Ibrahima  Kaba,   representing  the  Parti  Republican 
Socialiste  de  Guinee,''^  was  remembered  as  having  politicized 
Islam  during  his  campaigned  in  Haute-Guinee. ''^  Kaba  designed 
his  campaign  to  accommodate  voter  demographics.   He  employed 
his  knowledge  of  Islam  and  the  dialogue  of  the  faithful.   He 
also  drew  upon  his  knowledge  of  local  experiences  to  organize 
his  election  strategies.   Lamine  Kaba   cited  the  Quran  as  he 
condemned  inequality  and  the  lack  of  freedom  and  justice 
locally  experienced  under  the  colonial  system.  Attracting 
support  from  his  extended  family,  young  urbanites,  veterans  of 
the  Tirailleurs  Senegalais,  and  rural  folk,  Kaba's  innovative 
campaigning  threatened  French  governance  and  the  status  quo  of 
the  local  political  leadership.    On  election  eve,  Kaba's 
supporters  flooded  into  Kankan  and  besieged  the  town,  actions 


Ruth  Morgenthau,  Political  Parties  in  French-speaking 
West  Africa,  (Oxford,  UK:  Clarendon  Press,  1964),  pp.  220, 
224. 

""^Written  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ed.  Terrac,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1947,"  p.  9. 

''\jntil  the  1950s,  religion  and  politics  were  not  mixed. 
Officially,  religious  leaders  remained  neutral.  Interview  10, 
March  13,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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which  resulted  in  curfev/s  and  the  eventual  expulsion  of  the 
candidate.  ^^ 

The  official  reaction  of  the  colonial  governor  to  the 
Lamine  Kaba  movement  was  registered  in  the  official 
transcript.  The  1946  governor's  report  described  the 
"Laminist"  movement  as  the  result  of  exploitation  by  a  few 
malcontents.  By  minimizing  the  potential  for  political  crisis 
in  Haute-Guinee,^^  the  governor  appeared  to  be  in  full  control 
of  the  situation.  Buried  in  the  Cercle  Reports  included  at 
the  end  of  the  governor  report,  however,  the  administrator  of 
the  Cercle  of  Kankan  characterized  the  1946  election  in  Kankan 
as  a  crisis  for  the  authority  of  chiefs,  electoral  agitation, 
anti-French  propaganda,  and  rivalries  among  families  all  of 
which  had  been  amplified  by  agitators  and  by  the  press. ''^  The 
governor's  reports  of  1947  demonstrated  the  extent  to  which 
the  Laminist  movement  became  fully  involved.  The  evolution, 
crisis,  and  liquidation  of  the  Lamine  Kaba  movement  dominated 
the  first  semester  report.  The  core  of  the  Laminists'  support 


""^Lansine  Kaba,  The  Wahhabiyya:  Islamic  Reform  and 
Politics  in  French  West  Africa,  (Evanston,  IL:  Northwestern 
University  Press,  1974),  pp. 188-192. 

^^ritten  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ed  Terrac,  Le  Gouverneur  de  al 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1946,"  pp.  4-5. 

^'Hvritten  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ed  Terrac,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "XV.  Situation  Politique  et 
Administrative  des  Cercles,"  "Rapport  Politique  Annee  1946," 
p.  32. 
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was  characterized  as  retired  military  who  stirred  up  the 
masses  of  the  population  on  the  basis  of  their  common  Mande 
heroic/historic  past.  According  to  the  report,  the  farmers — 
foot  soldiers  of  the  movement — were  dazed  because  their  leader 
had  not  been  invincible  to  arrest.  According  to  Governor 
Terrac,  Lamine  Kaba's  arrest  and  the  verdict  by  the  court  of 
appeal  restored  order  to  the  country.^''  The  1948  government, 
however,  continued  to  express  concern  about  the  Laminist 
movement  and  the  propaganda  it  disseminated  from  exile.  The 
governor  reported  that  Laminist  propaganda  and  the 
surveillance  of  suspected  Laminist  activists  and  supporters  in 
Kankan  still  preoccupied  the  administration  in  the  Cercle  of 
Kankan.''^ 

The  tactics  that  had  popularized  Lamine  Kaba  as  a 
candidate  and  a  folk  hero  in  Kankan  were  later  adopted  in  the 
Soudan  (Mali)  and  in  Guinea  by  the  regional  political  party, 
the  Rassemblement  Democratique  Africain  (RDA)  founded  in 
Bamako  in  1946.  Because  Islamic  dialogue  and  symbols 
attracted  the  faithful  and  wedded  them  to  the  candidate,  the 
party  incorporated  them  into  the  dynamics  of  speeches  and 


''''written  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ed  Terrac,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1947,"  pp.  6,24,25-26. 

''Written  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 

Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ronald  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 

Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,   "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1948,  "  p.  20. 
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demonstrations.^^  Meetings  were  convened  by  the  reading  of  a 
chapter  of  the  Quran  and  closed  with  an  invocation  to  God  and 
the  prophet  and  a  benediction  to  the  faithful.  The  political 
language  of  power  was  Islamic.   These  familiar  words,  images, 
and  phrases  reinforced  the  solidarity  of  the  faithful  and 
cross-culturally  united  them  behind  indigenous  leaders. ^°  The 
Sunni/Wahhabiyya  became  involved  in  the  political  arena  by 
conducting  candidate  training  courses  in  the  Quran  and  other 
Islamic  texts.   In  Mali  and  Guinea,  political  leaders  depended 
upon  the  Sunni/Wahhabi  sect  for  politico-religious  instruction 
by  which  they  could  command  the  Islamic  texts  and,  by  so 
doing,  command  votes.   The  Sunni/Wahhabiyya  became  the  local 
spin  doctors.   Informants  recalled  that  in  Kankan,  the  two 
became  so  closely  linked^^  that  people  assumed  that  the 
Sunni/Wahhabi  sect  was  the  "religious  arm"  of  the  Parti 
Democratique  de  Guinee  (PDG).   Founded  as  the  Guinean  section 


According  to  Lansine  Kaba  (p.  229),  the  use  of  religious 
symbols  "conveyed  to  the.  audience  a  sense  of  continuity 
between  the  past  and  future  goals  ..." 

^°Ibid.,    p.  231. 

^''informants  linked  the  Sunni/Wahhabi  sect  to  the  RDA-PDG. 
Interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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of  the  FIDA  May  14,  1947, ^^  the  PDG  later  became  independent  of 
the  RDA  in  1951.^^ 

Many  of  the  local  religious  leaders  did  not  outwardly 
profess  their  political  affiliation.  When  asked  about  this, 
informants  remembered  only  that  local  leaders  did  not  take 
sides  in  the  political  contests.  To  the  best  of  my  knowledge, 
they  appear  to  have  kept  themselves  separate  from  party 
divisions.  Perhaps  these  leaders  wanted  to  appear  neutral  to 
the  colonial  administration  in  order  to  evade  the  relentless 
persecution  that  they  had  witnessed  when  the  Laminists  took  a 
stand  against  the  government. 

While  the  PDG  agitated  for  a  Guinean  "National 
Consciousness,"^'^  individual  ethnic  groups  continued  the 
cultural  re-identification  process  that  had  begun  from  1944- 
1946.2^   The  Maninka  speakers  of  Haute-Guinee  had  established 


After  the  creation  of  the  RDA  in  1946,  each  country  was 
authorized  to  create  its  own  local  section  of  the  party.  The 
PDG  was  created  in  1948.  Interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in 
Kankan. 

^^Lansine  Kaba  (pp.  231-232)  noted  that  Al-Hajj  Kabine 
Diane  translated  the  Quran  in  1955  and  gave  lectures  in  Kankan 
for  the  Wahhabi  and  their  political  friends. 

^^Defined  by  Victor  Du  Bois  as  "a  feeling  among  the 
citizens  of  the  young  republic  that  their  destiny  is  somehow 
linked  to  that  of  other  peoples  with  whom  in  the  past  they 
have  never  shared  a  sense  of  kinship  or  identity."  "Guinea," 
Political  Parties  and  National  Integration  in  Tropical  Africa, 
eds.  James  S.  Coleman  and  Carl  I.  Rosberg,  Jr.  (Berkeley,  CA: 
University  of  California  Press,  1964),  p.  199. 

^^Odile  Goerg,  "La  Guinee,"  L^Afrique  Occidentale  au  temps 

des Fran9ais   Colonisateurs   et   Colonise   ( c . 1860-1960 ) , 

Catherine   Coquery-Vidrovitch   with   Odile   Goerg   (Paris: 
Editions  la  Decouverte,  1992),  p.  365. 
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the  Union  Manden  in   1946,   as  a  voluntary,   mutual-aide 
association  organized  around    a  linguistic,   ethnic,   and 
regional  base^^  that  rekindled  interest  in  the  glorious  Mande 
past.   Founded  by  Maninka-speaking  political  activists  such  as 
Sekou  Toure  and  Framoi  Berete,^''  the  association  had  also 
performed  the  role  of  a  regionalized  political  party  with  the 
ability  to  launch  candidates  in  national  elections,  something 
the  Maninka  speakers  had  been  unable  to  do  in  the  1945 
elections. ^^  Despite  the  desire  for  the  party  to  give  national 
expression  to  Mande  discontent  that  had  been  snarled  in  the 
guagmire  of  local  level  politics  in  Kankan,^'  the  local  elites 
who  directed  the  organization  of  the  Union  Manden  acted  as  an 
interest  group  with  only  local  ambitions.  ^°   While  Maninka 
speakers  lived  in  many  guarters  of  the  country,  little  effort 
was  made  to  organize  them  beyond  their  concentrated  base  in 
Haute-Guinee.^'^  The  French  did  not  consider  this  organization 
a  serious  political  threat  because  association  leadership  was 


^^Du  Bois,  p.  186. 

^'"Morgenthau,  p.  224. 

^^Jean  Suret-Canale,  La  Republique  de  Guinee,   (Paris: 
Editions  Sociales,  1970),  p.  144. 

^'^Morgenthau,  p.  220. 

^°Andre   Lewin,    La   Guinee,     (Paris:      Presses   Universitaires 
de    France,     1984),    pp. 48-49. 

^''Du    Bois,    pp.     186-187. 


211 

consumed   by   personal   privilege   instead   of   political 
principle. ^^ 

In  the  end  members  of  the  Union  Manden  association  sought 
out  political  parties. ■'■^  Informants  reported  that  many  of  the 
conservatives  joined  the  Bloc  Africain  de  Guinee(BAG)  created 
in  1954,^^  while  the  younger,  more  radical  members  had  long 
before  defected  to  the  RDA-PDG.-'^  One  local  informant  painted 
a  picture  of  the  young  men  and  the  women  choosing  the  RDA 
while  the  family  fathers  chose  the  BAG.^^  In  1948,  the 
governor  described  the  blow  to  "1 'Union  du  Mande,"  by  the 
desertion  of  its  members  to  what  he  characterized  as  "the 
extremist  party,"  the  RDA.^''   Nevertheless,  the  Union  Manden 


^^Morgenthau,  p.  224. 

^■Hvritten  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ronald  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Revue  trimestrielle — 4eme 
trimestre  1947,"  "Rapport  Politique  Annee  1948,"  17  Fevrier 
1948,  p.  7. 

^^orgenthau,  p.  233;  Lewin  (pp. 51-52)  described  the  BAG 
as  having  support  from  the  "traditional"  chiefs  and  the 
colonial  administration.  One  informant  describe  the  BAG  as 
being  sided  with  by  the  colonialists  and  that  the  supporters 
of  the  RDA  experienced  imprisonment.  Interview  12,  March  16, 
1993,  in  Kankan.  The  informant  himself  was  imprisoned. 
Another  informant  also  spoke  of  being  exiled  to  Youkoukou 
because  he  was  militant  in  the  RDA.  Interview  11,  March  15, 
1993,  in  Kankan.   Interview  10,  March  13,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^One  informant  characterized  the  choice  as  the  old  men 
choosing  the  BAG  and  the  young  men  choosing  the  RDA.  Interview 
12,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  16,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Written  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ronald  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,   "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
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continued  to  exist  under  the  umbrella  party  "Le  Comite 

d' Entente  Guineenne"  created  in  1949  by  Framoi  Berete.  The 

organization  brought  together  the  remnants  of  the  four  ethnic 

associations  to  fight  against  the  RDA.-'^   In  his  1951  report. 

Governor  Pre  remarked  that  Kankan  and  the  "Maninka-mory  of  the 

Mande  heroic/historic  past"  had  influenced  the  Union  Mande.^^ 

According  to  participants  in  the  political  process  in  Kankan, 

the  RDA  was  the  preferred  political  party. '^° 

The  political  changes  wrought  by  indigenous  attempts  to 

grasp  democracy  and  independence  revolutionized  the  Guinean 

political  scene.   The  agent  in  charge  of  the  revolution,  the 

Parti  Democratigue  de  Guinee  (PDG),  laid  waste  to  all  local 

forms  of  solidarity  that  could  hinder  the  unification  of 

Guineans  under  an  independence  government.  Across  Guinea  the 

indigenous  institution  of  chieftaincy  was  abolished  in  the 

wake  of  the  removal  of  chiefs  who  had  held  collaborationist 

positions  that  had  netted  them  wealth  and  power  under  the 

colonial   government .^^    The   party   attacked   equally  the 

1948,"  p.  2. 

^^ritten  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ronald  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1950,"  p.  7. 

'written  transmission  from  the  Governor  of  Guinea  to  the 
Governor  General  of  the  AOF,  Ronald  Pre,  Le  Gouverneur  de  la 
Colonie  de  la  Guinee  Frangaise,  "Rapport  Politique  Annee 
1951,"  p.  4. 

^he  informants  indicated  that  all  of  the  local  political 
and  religious  authorities  were  anti-RDA.  Interview  11,  March 
15,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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institutions  of  masking  and  secret  societies  found  in  the 
forest  region  and  in  lower  Guinea  and  the  institution  of 
maraboutage,  in  which  the  religious  cleric  used  the  Quranic 
scriptures  as  "magic,"  found  in  the  Fouta  Djallon  and  in 
Haute-Guinee/^  We  shall  see  that  this  same  drive  to  suppress 
local  forms  of  association  ultimately  led  the  PDG,  after 
independence,  to  drive  Souleymane  Kante  into  exile. 

As  the  revolution  gathered  momentum,  sweeping  changes 
affected  the  local  social  order.  Women  and  young  adults  were 
elevated  to  positions  in  which  they  competed  with  elders  on  an 
egual  footing.  Women  had  played  an  unexpected  role  in  the 
national  struggle  for  independence  and  were  rewarded  with 
government  and  non-governmental  organization  positions. 
Elders  felt  the  challenge  of  social  change  as  the  government 
revolutionized  the  acquisition  of  knowledge  by  launching 
education  and  literacy  campaigns.  Education  was  declared  the 
first  order  of  the  new  government  to  give  equal  access  of 
knowledge  to  the  young  as  well  as  the  old.^^   Toure's  attempt 


^''informants  confided  that  the  people  of  Kankan  were  happy 
with  the  suppression  of  the  chiefs.  Interview  12,  March  16, 
1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  16,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
One  informant  whose  family  had  been  the  powerful  chef  de 
canton,  related  that  his  family  had  been  the  intermediaries 
for  the  French  and  that  had  created  a  hatred  of  them  in  the 
hearts  of  the  inhabitants  of  Kankan  in  interview  06,  March  4, 
1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^R.W.  Johnson,  "Guinea,"  in  West  African  States:  Failure 
and  Promise  A  study  in  Comparative  Politics,  John  Dunn  ed. 
(London:   Cambridge  University  Press,  1978),  p.  37. 

■^^Johnson,  p.  37. 
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to  democratize  the  PDG  into  a  popular  front  resulted  in 
leveling  the  educational  playing  field  by  reducing  the 
importance  of  intellectuals  and  raising  that  of  the  rank  and 
file  electorate. ^^  While  intellectuals  were  essential  to  the 
management  of  a  national  government,  their  independent  ideas 
posed  problems  of  divergence  from  the  Party's  programs. ^^ 

In  the  midst  of  the  cultural  upheaval  the  independence 
movement  professed  to  shed  colonial,  European  trappings  and 
tap  into  the  African  heroic/historic  past.^'^  Since  the 
ethnicities  embraced  by  Guinea's  national  borders  had  never 
before  been  joined  together,  nationalist  rhetoric  sent  mixed 
messages  about  loyalty  to  the  heroic  past.  Harking  to  the 
grandeur  of  their  African  heritage,  each  individual  ethnic 
group  tended  to  give  more  allegiance  to  itself  rather  than  to 
a  greater  Guinean  nationalism.  The  conflict  between  Guinean 
nationalism  and  ethnic  cultural  nationalism  manifested  itself 
throughout  the  First  Republic  in  the  implementation  of  the 
National  Language  Program  (1968-1984).  This  program  for 
literacy  in  local  languages  in  the  Roman  alphabet  conflicted 
in  Haute-Guinee  with  Souleymane  Kante's  campaign  for  literacy 
in  N'ko.  This  was  part  of  a  larger  conflict  between  Guinean 
nationalism  and  the  cultural  nationalism  of  the  separate 
regions. 


^^Du  Bois,  p.  199 


^^iJbid.  ,  p.  208. 
^^Johnson,  p.  38. 
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The   transformations   that   revolutionized   Guinea's 
independent  government  had  been  superimposed  upon  a  backdrop 
of  post-war  economic  and  social  reforms  shared  by  all  the 
members  of  the  AOF.  The  numbers  of  Europeans  living  on  the 
continent  had  increased,  but  more  importantly  Africans  had 
become  more  Europeanized/''  Populations  in  some  capital  and 
port  cities  had  doubled  as  rural  migration  swelled  the  ranks 
of   unemployed  workers/^    Rural   areas,   drained  by   the 
migration,  experienced  social  imbalances  that  distorted  the 
social  order.    The  French  invested  heavily  in  post-war 
economic  and  social  programs.    Each  colony  in  the  AOF 
experienced  a  flurry  of  development  projects  creating  local 
infrastructure,  including  railroads,  ports,  airports,  roads 
and  bridges,  radio  transmitters,  and  communication  centers.^'' 
These  improvements  were  the  first  steps  to  industrialization, 
but  they  also  permitted  more  people  to  gain  access  to  the 
economy   and   improve   their   standard   of   living.  ^°     The 
implementation  of  French  social  programs  in  health  and 


'•''Chailley,  p.  252. 

^^Ijbid.,  p.  452. 

Informants  reminisced  about  local  sources  of 
transportation.  The  port  of  Kankan  had  existed  for  centuries. 
Boats  continue  to  carry  merchandise  between  Kankan  and 
Bamako,  Mali.  The  Railroad  had  been  extended  to  Kankan  in 
1914.  An  airport  was  constructed  in  the  1940s  and  a  bridge 
across  the  Milo  River  in  1942.  Interview  12,  March  16,  1993, 
in  Kankan;  interview  10,  March  13,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview 
14,  March  14,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  16,  March  16,  1993, 
in  Kankan;   and  interview  11,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^°Chailley,  p.  454. 
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education  produced  a  mentally  and  physically  stronger  work 
force.  Hospitals,  clinics,  and  vaccinations  programs^'' 
lengthened  the  life-span  and  improved  daily  life,  while 
schools  created  economic  capital  by  training  labor.  ^^ 

Local  Mande  Speakers  Dispute  Control  over  Knowledge 
By  the  time  the  N'ko  alphabet  migrated  to  Kankan  in  1949, 
the  Sunni/Wahhabi  movement  had  already  engaged  the  local  Sufi 
leadership  in  a  dispute  over  religious  practices.   While  the 
two  religious  sects  were  able  to  maintain  a  tenuous  co- 
existence in  Kankan,  the  contest  had  led  each  side  to  reject 
anything   perceived   as   deviating   from   accepted   Islamic 
practice.   The  arrival  of  N'ko  added  to  this  contest  over 
propriety.   Islamic  law  forbade  the  translation  of  the  Quran, 
the  Word  of  God,  from  the  Arabic  into  the  vernacular.  In 
Islam,  the  sacred  Word  of  God  had  been  recorded  in  the  Arabic 
script.   Because  the  language  and  script  became  an  integral 
part  of  the  Word,  written  Arabic  became  as  sacred  to  the  true 
believers   as   the   words   they   recorded   in   the   Quran." 


^""a  hospital  and  a  maternity  hospital  were  built  in  Kankan 
in  the  1940s,  and  Kankan's  first  pharmacist.  Monsieur  Bezo, 
arrived  in  1952.  Interview  12,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan; 
These  observations  were  confirmed  by  interview  10,  March  13, 
1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  14,  March  14,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and 
interview  16,  March  16,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

"Chailley,  p.  454. 

^^The  informant  observed  that  at  first,  no  one  wanted  to 
learn  N'ko  to  read  the  Quran  because  Arabic  and  the  Quran  were 
sacred.   Interview  63,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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Sunni/Wahhabi  scholars  in  Kankan  had  translated  the  Quran  into 
Maninka  for  political  purposes;  however,  they  had  used  the 
Arabic  script  as  the  medium  for  writing  the  Mande  languages. 
By  maintaining  the  use  of  Arabic  script,  the  scholars 
confirmed  the  position  and  prestige  of  local  Islamic  religious 
leaders,  either  Sufi  or  Sunni,  who  controlled  religious 
knowledge  through  the  Arabic  language.  Souleymane  Kante,  on 
the  other  hand,  translated  the  Quran  and  other  Islamic  texts 
into  the  local  Mande  language  using  the  N'ko  alphabet.  By 
translating  the  Quran  directly  into  the  vernacular,  he 
undermined  the  Islamic  clerics  and  scholars  whose  power  and 
prestige  resulted  from  their  command  of  Arabic.  Neither 
Islamic  sect  supported  the  use  of  the  N'ko  alphabet.  However, 
the  alphabet  attracted  individual  Muslims  from  each  one.  For 
those  informants  living  in  Kankan  who  are  literate  in  N'ko, 
sixty-five  percent  were  Sunni/Wahhabi,  sixteen  percent 
belonged  to  the  Sufi  Orders,  and  nineteen  percent  chose  not  to 
classify  themselves .  ^^ 

A  new  type  of  reform  shadowed  the  anti-Sufi  movement.  By 
translating  the  sacred  text  out  of  the  sacred  language  and 
sacred  script  into  the  vernacular,  ^^  Souleymane  Kante 
demonstrated  an  Africa-based  Islamic  reform.   Whereas  the 


^"^All  informants  were  asked  about  their  religious 
affiliation  as  a  part  of  the  personal  section  of  the 
guestionnaire.  While  many  answered  directly,  others  chose  to 
skirt  the  issue  by  ignoring  the  question. 

^^It  is  interesting  to  note  that,  at  the  time,  many  people 
believed  that  N'ko  was  the  teaching  of  the  Sunni/Wahhabiyya. 
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Sunni/Wahhabiyya  had  translated  the  Quran  before  Kante,  their 
translation  still  required  the  services  of  a  third  party  as  an 
interpreter — someone   who   controlled   religious   knowledge 
through  Arabic.   Souleymane  Kante 's  translation  of  the  Quran 
into  Mande  language  in  a  Mande-styled  alphabet  placed  the 
access  of  religious  knowledge  directly  into  the  hands  of  the 
masses,  effectively  skirting  third  party  control.   Although  he 
vowed  to  aid  Mande  speakers   in  their  quest  to  better 
understand  Islam,  informants   remembered  that  Kante  did  not 
claim  to  be  an  Islamic  reformer.   Nevertheless,  he  technically 
became  responsible  for  a  reform  similar  to  that  of  the 
sixteenth-century  European  Protestant  Reformation.   Thus,  any 
Muslim  who  had  accepted  and  learned  the  N'ko  alphabet  could 
read  and  understand  for  himself  the  word  of  Allah  in  the 
vernacular — in  the  maternal  language.    Maternal  language 
learning  made  knowledge  acquisition  easier  by  reducing  the 
time  required  for  learning  and  by  increasing  the  depth  of 
understanding  of  the  text. 

Local  officials  in  Kankan  were  remembered  as  being 
pleased  with  N'ko  at  first, ^^  that  is,  until  Souleymane  Kante 
began  officially  promoting  it.^''  The  acceptance  and  promotion 
of  the  alphabet  divided  local  authorities  into  two  groups: 


One  informant  stated  that  before  1958,  all  the  imams  had 
learned  the  N'ko  alphabet.  Interview  07,  March  6,  1993,  in 
Kankan. 

This  informant  explained  that  local  authorities  became 
resistant  after  Souleymane  Kante  made  an  official  presentation 
to  them  at  the  mosque.   Interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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those  who  were  in  favor  of  it  and  those  who  preferred  the 
Arabic  language.  ^^  The  anti-N'ko  group  numbered  considerably 
more  than  the  group  that  favored  it.  When  asked  to  identity- 
individuals  in  either  group  specifically,  informants 
remembered  that  local  officials  did  not  take  a  position  one 
way  or  another.  While  the  precise  details  are  lacking  it 
would  seem  that  it  was  in  the  best  interest  of  local  officials 
to  appear  neutral.  To  support  the  alphabet  may  have  drawn  the 
unwanted  attention  of  the  colonial  government.  To  oppose  the 
alphabet  considered  culturally  significant  by  many  Mande 
speakers  might  drive  their  constituents  more  quickly  into  the 
N'ko  camp. 

One  local  authority,  Karamo  Taliby  Kaba,  is  remembered  as 
having  stood  out  as  an  N'ko  supporter.  Taliby  Kaba  was  a 
well-respected  Quranic  scholar  who  had  written  Maninka  poems 
in  Arabic  script.  He  told  Kante  that  he  had  searched  his 
entire  life  for  an  alphabet  that  would  accommodate  the  Mande 
language.  He  praised  Kante,  rewarded  him  with  a  gift  of 
40,000  CFA,^^  and  encouraged  people  to  learn  the  alphabet. ^° 
Informants  reported  that  Taliby  Kaba,  who  died  in  1962,  did 
not  learn  the  alphabet  even  though  he  promoted  it.  They  also 


^^Interview  19,  April  6,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^'interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 

'^°Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou; 
interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  26,  April 
26,  1993  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin;  interview  43,  May  18,  1993, 
in  Kankan;  and  interview  59,  May  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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recalled  that  Kankan ' s  first  two  mayors  after  N'ko's 
introduction  supported  it.  Mayor  Ba  Karamo  Kaba  supported  the 
alphabet  with  financial  contributions  to  the  author  and  by 
encouraging  people  to  learn  it.^^  In  1960,  Mayor  Lancinet'^^ 
Diane  continued  to  encourage  people  to  learn  N'ko  even  though 
the  government  had  not  adopted  it.^^  When  Souleymane  Kante 
began  teaching  at  Cherifoula  in  Kankan,  other  teachers  were 
teaching  in  Madina,  Timbo,  and  Kabada  I.^  Outside  Kankan, 
according  to  informants,  the  first  authorities  who  accepted 
Kante 's  alphabet  were  recalled  as  being  members  of  Souleymane 
Kante 's  immediate  and  extended  family  located  in  towns  such  as 
Soumankoyin-Kolonin,  Balandou,  Djankana,  and  Bate  Nafadji.^^ 
Others,  who  lived  in  villages  throughout  the  Bate,  championed 
N'ko  as  the  best  method  for  fully  understanding  Islam  and  the 
Quran. 

Although  N'ko  was  the  talk  of  the  town,  many  of  Kankan 's 
religious  authorities.  Islamic  clerics,  and  scholars  chose  to 
relegate  the  new  alphabet  to  the  hidden  transcript.    By 


^^Souleymane  Kante  mentioned  Ba  Karamo  Kaba  several  times 
in  his  books  on  N'ko.   Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^It  is  difficult  to  tell  whether  the  mayor's  first  name 
is  Lancinet  or  Lansana. 

^^Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  04,  March  1,  1993;  interview  13,  March  18, 
1993;  interview  32,  May  8,  1993;  and  group  interview  43,  May 
18,  1993,  all  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  Interview 
17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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withholding  support  from  the  alphabet,  certain  imams  in  Kankan 
hoped  to  prolong  their  personal  control  over  Islamic 
knowledge.  Acceptance  of  the  alphabet  meant  that  an  imam 
relinquished  some  of  his  control  to  the  individual  members  of 
the  Islamic  community  who  were  able  to  read  and  interpret  the 
Quran  and  other  Islamic  texts  for  themselves.  Informants  felt 
that  the  resistance  to  N'ko  in  Kankan  retarded  its  spread  at 
its  dissemination  point.  One  informant  observed  that  Kankan 
did  not  take  N'ko  as  seriously  as  had  N'Zerekore,  Macenta,  and 
Abidjan,^  Consequently,  while  Kankan  was  the  first  to  receive 
N'ko,  it  became  the  last  in  teaching  N'ko.'^'' 

The  National  Contest  for  Control  over  Knowledge 
Souleymane  Kante  returned  to  Guinea  hoping  to  receive 
financial  support  for  his  alphabet  from  fellow-Maninka  speaker 
and  newly  chosen  president,  Sekou  Toure.  Toure,  on  the  other 
hand,  developed  his  own  literacy  agenda,  the  "National 
Language  Program."  Toure  tried  to  redirect  Souleymane  Kante 's 
efforts  into  his  program  designed  to  create  a  national 
culture.  Failing  Kante 's  cooptation,  Sekou  Toure  attempted  to 
suppress  N'ko.  The  precise  details  are  vague  and  cannot  be 
verified  by  documents  of  the  First  Republic  because  they  have 
not  yet  been  catalogued  in  Guinea's  National  Archives.   It 


^•^Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^''interview  56,  June  24,   1993,   in  Kankan;  and  group 
interview  47,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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appears,  however,  that  Toure  forced  Kante  to  retreat  into 
self-imposed  exile  in  the  hopes  that,  in  the  absence  of  the 
primary  promoter  of  the  alphabet,  the  N'ko  literacy  movement 
would  dissolve.  There  was  no  doubt  that  a  clear  and  present 
need  for  literacy  education  existed  for  the  newly  created 
Guinean  nation.  Official  reports  stated  that  only  42,000  out 
of  a  possible  3,500,000  school-aged  children  were  in  school. ^^ 
One  informant  related  that  ninety-nine  percent  of  Guinea's 
population  were  illiterate,  only  two  percent  of  Guinea's 
children  were  attending  school  in  1958,  and  there  was  a  total 
of  seven  Guineans  who  were  university  graduates.^'  The  contest 
between  Toure  and  Kante  led  to  improved  literacy  among  Maninka 
speakers.  In  the  long  run,  however,  N'ko  would  achieve 
greater  levels  of  literacy  for  Maninka  speakers  throughout 
Guinea. 

The  "National  Language  Program" — Agenda  for  Social  Control 

In  1958,  Souleymane  Kante  introduced  Sekou  Toure  to 
maternal  language  literacy  and  maternal  language  education. ^° 


^he  Ministry  of  Education  and  Culture  under  the  auspices 
of  the  Guinean  National  Commission  for  UNESCO,  Cultural  Policy 
in  the  Revolutionary  People's  Republic  of  Guinea,  (Paris: 
UNESCO,  1979),  p. 34. 

^'interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^°There  is  some  confusion  about  the  manner  in  which  this 
occurred.  Some  informants  have  said  that  Sekou  Toure  sought 
out  Souleymane  Kante  in  Abidjan  after  hearing  about  the 
alphabet  through  the  grapevine.  Informant  51,  June  22,  1993, 
in  Djankana.  Others  insisted  that  Souleymane  Kante  went  on  his 
own  to  Conakry  to  present  the  alphabet  to  Toure.  Interview  59, 
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While  Sekou  Toure  praised  the  Mande-styled  alphabet,  he 
rejected  the  idea  of  the  N'ko  alphabet  as  the  national 
alphabet  of  Guinea^''  because  it  could  not  improve  written 
communication  among  Guinea's  ethnic  groups.  It  would  also 
obstruct  communication  with  the  outside  world. ^^  Sekou  Toure 
rewarded  Souleymane  Kante's  achievement  by  honoring  him  with 
a  200,000  CFA  monetary  gift  from  the  Guinean  people  for 
indigenous  excellence.^  He  refused  to  support  or  promote  the 


June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.  One  informant  claimed  to  have 
taught  Sekou  Toure  N'ko  after  which  Toure  told  the  informant 
to  invite  Kante  to  visit  him  in  Conakry.  Interview  80,  July 
20,  1994,  in  Conakry.  Regardless  of  who  initiated  the 
interview,  the  informants  concur  on  the  rest  of  the  story.  In 
interview  81,  August  9,  1994,  in  Conakry,  the  informant 
reasserted  the  claim  that  the  informant  in  interview  80,  had 
in  fact  taught  N'ko  to  Sekou  Toure,  but  that  when  the 
political  arena  heated  up,  Sekou  abandoned  his  studies. 

^"•in  interview  60,  July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant  said  that  as  a  Mande  speaker  himself,  Sekou  Toure 
sincerely  admired  Kante's  invention  but  that  he  was  a 
political  man  wanting  to  promote  national  unity.  In  interview 
80,  July  20,  1994,  in  Conakry,  the  informant,  a  personal 
friend  of  Toure,  said  that  Toure  wanted  to  support  N'ko  but 
that  the  other  members  of  the  BPN  and  his  cabinet  did  not. 

^^Choosing  the  Mande  language  as  the  national  language  of 
Guinea  or  even  institutionalizing  the  Mande-styled  alphabet 
for  orthography  in  Guinea  would  have  caused  ethnic  rivalries 
between  the  Mande  speakers  and  the  other  ethnic  groups  in 
Guinea.  Additionally,  despite  author's  claims  of  N'ko's 
universality,  it  was  not  in  the  sense  of  mutual 
intelligibility.  For  example,  the  N'ko  alphabet  would 
accommodate  the  tonality  of  the  twenty  languages  found  in 
Guinea.  However,  Mande  speakers  could  write  the  Mande 
language  in  N'ko,  Susu  speakers  could  write  the  Susu  language 
in  N'ko,  and  Pular  speaker  could  write  the  Pular  language  in 
N'ko,  but  while  the  script  was  the  same,  the  languages  would 
not  be  mutually  intelligible.  Thus,  the  reader  would  have  to 
be  multi-lingual. 

'^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  60, 
July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry;  interview  68,  July   7,  1993,  in 
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alphabet  until  Kante  could  prove  that  more  than  half  the 
population  of  Haute-Guinee  used  the  technology.''^  Toure 
further  requested  that  Kante  repatriate  himself  and  his  family 
to  his  home  country.''^  Souleymane  Kante  returned  to  Abidjan 
(Treichville)  where  he  reportedly  was  met  by  a  military  truck 
that  had  been  sent  overland  to  collect  the  Kante  family.''^  The 
Kante  family  then  moved  to  Kankan  where  Souleymane  Kante 
became  a  merchant  who  taught  N'ko  on  the  side.^ 

Souleymane  Kante  introduced  Sekou  Toure  to  the  concept  of 
instruction  in  the  maternal  language,  as  it  was  becoming  a 
salient  issue  among  the  newly  independent  African  nations. 
While  Sekou  Toure  had  rejected  Souleymane  Kante 's  Mande-styled 
alphabet  as  the  national  alphabet  of  Guinea/^  he  accepted  the 


Conakry;  interview  80,  July  20,  1994,  in  Conakry;  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  group  interview  84,  August 
15,  1994,  in  Abidjan. 

''^In  group  interview  43,  May  18,  1993,  in  Kankan,  one 
informant  stated  that  Sekou  Toure  had  promised  Souleymane 
Kante  that  he  would  build  a  school  for  N'ko. 

''^Interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana;  and  interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^In  Group  interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan,  Cote 
d'lvoire,  we  visited  the  house  where  the  Kante  family  share  a 
room  and  spoke  with  neighbors  who  witnessed  the  military  truck 
moving  the  family  back  to  Guinea. 

"^Interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 

^^A  participant  in  the  political  scene  during  the  First 
Republic  who  had  been  the  Directeur  Regional  de  1 'Education  in 
Kankan  commented  that  the  rejection  of  Kante 's  alphabet  was 
divisive  among  the  leaders  of  Toure 's  government  whose 
sentiments  were  more  or  less  subjective.  Interview  64,  July 
15,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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concept  of  maternal  language  education/''  Toure  is  reported 
to  have  introduced  Kante  to  his  National  Education  Minister, 
Barry  Diawadou  and  to  his  Minister  of  National  Defense,  Fodeba 
Keita.^  Toure,  however,  excluded  Kante  as  he  worked  together 
with  his  Minister  of  Ideology  and  Information,  Senainno 
Behanzin,  to  produce  the  model  for  a  maternal  language  program 
that  would  accommodate  Guinea's  multi-lingual  society.^''  The 
proposal  was  then  submitted  to  the  rank  and  file  of  the  PDG 
membership  at  the  cell  level, ^^  the  villages,  and  urban 
districts  and  quarters. ^^ 


'''Sekou  Toure,  "Debat  culturel:  The  Chef  de  I'Etat  sur 
les  langues  africaines,"  Horoya,  No.  2889,  du  25  au  31  Octobre 
1981,  pp.  13-16. 

^"interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^''interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^Johnson,  p.  55. 

^^In  his  attempt  to  reconnect  to  the  African  past,  the 
party  structure  returned  to  a  system  that  imitated  the  old 
village  councils.  The  system  appeared  to  consult  the  common 
man  on  every  major  government  decision.  Ideally,  the  idea 
originated  at  the  cell  level  and  gained  acceptance  as  it  moved 
to  the  high  ranking  leaders  of  the  Bureau  Politique  National, 
BPN.  In  this  case  the  idea  originated  at  the  top  and  was 
presented  for  approval  to  the  Comites  d' Unite  de  1 'Education. 
The  hierarchy  from  lowest  to  highest  rank  are  the  following: 
cell  (village  &  urban  quarter).  Bureau  Federal  (regional), 
Comite  Central,  and  finally  to  the  BPN  (The  Comite  Central  and 
the  BPN  had  a  shared  membership).  The  BPN  then  convened  a 
Congress  for  open  discussion  on  the  issue  if  it  were  of 
national  importance.  The  issues  were  debated  by  the  members 
of  the  Bureau  Politique  National,  the  Comite  Central,  the 
Bureau  Confederal  de  la  CNTG,  the  Bureau  National  des  Femmes, 
the  Bureau  National  des  Jeunes  and  five  member  delegation  from 
each  Bureau  Federal.  In  interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in 
Conakry,  the  political  participant  gave  a  detailed  description 
of  the  process.  In  interview  66,  July  16,  1993,  the  informant 
described   a   similar   scenario.     Du   Bois   presents   the 
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One  informant  from  Haute-Guinee  participated  as  a  member 
of  the  party  cell  at  the  village  level  that  voted  on  the 
proposal  for  teaching  in  the  maternal  language.   The  same 
informant  was  also  a  teacher  who  participated  in  the  actual 
selection  of  and  standardization  of  the  Mande  language  as 
written  in  the  Roman  alphabet. ^'^   He  explained  that  in  1958, 
Guinea  had  to  struggle  to  regain  its  political,  economic  and 
cultural  independence.^^   The  country  chose  to  free  itself 
culturally  by  instituting  the  National  Language  Program.   The 
Congress  established  a  Commission  Nationale  de  1 'Education  to 
formulate  the  government's  policy.   The  country's  teachers 
were  called  upon  to  contribute  to  the  effort  in  two  ways. 
First  they  were  called  upon  to  standardize  their  specific, 
spoken  language  to  the  Roman  alphabet.   Next  they  were  asked 
to  translate  into  the  national  languages  modern  scientific 
knowledge  that  had  been  written  in  French. ^^   The  government 


organization  of  the  PDG  in  his  political  commentary,  pp.  200- 
205.  The  Ministry  of  Education  and  Culture  under  the  auspices 
of  the  Guinean  National  Commission  for  UNESCO,  Cultural 
Policy,  pp.  26-30. 

^Interview  34,  May  10,  1993,  in  Kankan,  and  Interview  55, 
June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan.  The  first  interview  of  the 
informant  revealed  the  necessity  of  a  second  interview  that 
focused  upon  his  participation  in  the  implementation  of  the 
National  Language  Program. 

^^Interview  34,  May  10,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  55,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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intended  to  use  its  publishing  house,   Imprimerie  Patrice 
Lumumba,  to  print  textbooks  for  the  project.^'' 

Informants  who  participated  in  implementing  Guinea's 
educational  reforms  reminisced  about  the  rationale  behind  the 
new  policy.   The  idea  of  literacy  acguisition  in  French  had 
been  discarded  as  too  complicated  a  procedure.    First, 
students  would  have  had  to  learn  the  alphabet  and  then 
secondly,  learn  a  new  language.   However,  the  problem  was 
simplified  if   people  just  learned  the  new  alphabet  to  which 
they   applied  the  familiar  maternal  language.    The  small 
number  of  people  who  were  literate,  because  they  had  already 
mastered  French,  easily  identified  with  what  they  already 
knew.^  The  government  established  two  autonomous  agencies  to 
deal  with  the   National  Language  Program:    I'Institut  de 
Recherche  Linguistique  Appliquee   (IRLA)   and  the  Service 
National  de  1 'Alphabetisation  (SNA).^' 

Because  twenty  different  languages  had  been  identified  as 
being  spoken  in  Guinea,  the  program  selected  eight  languages 
basing  its  choice  upon  the  numbers  of  people  using  each  one  as 
a  primary  or  secondary  language:  Maninka,  Susu,  Pular,  Kissi, 
Guerze  (Kpelle),  Toma  (Loma),  Oneyan,  and  Wamey.  Each  became 


^^Interview  55,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry;  interview  60, 
July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview  55,  June  24,  1993,  in 
Kankan. 

^'interview  66,  July  16,  1993,  in  Conakry.  The  informant 
was  a  Directeur  Regional  de  1 'Education  in  Kankan. 
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a  lingua  franca  in  its  region  or  sub-region.  Although  Mande 
languages  were  widely  used  in  all  four  of  Guinea's  regions, 
the  Maninka  form  was  selected  as  the  dominant  language  to  be 
taught  only  in  Haute-Guinee.  According  to  the  National 
Language  Program,  an  illiterate  adult  Mande-speaking  family 
living  in  Kankan  would  be  taught  the  Maninka  language  written 
in  the  Roman  alphabet.  The  adults  would  be  taught  at  work 
while  the  children  would  be  taught  at  school.  A  Susu-speaking 
family,  living  in  Kankan,  had  the  same  experience.  Even  though 
they  were  non-Mande  speakers,  the  language  of  instruction  was 
Maninka. '° 

Financial  constraints  are  reported  to  have  thwarted  the 
immediate  implementation  of  the  National  Language  Program.''' 
The  Regional  Education  Directors  for  Haute-Guinee  during  this 
period  remembered  that  the  infrastructure  for  the  massive 
assault  on  illiteracy  was  non-existent,  and  despite  the 
government's   commitment   to  provide   free   public  primary 


'°Mohamed  Lamine  Sano,  "Apergu  Historique  sur 
1 'Utilisation  des  Langues  Nationales  en  Republique  de  Guinee, " 
Conakry,  Republic  of  Guinea,  1992,  pp. 3-4. 

'^Money  or  no  money,  the  government  immediately  began 
reforming  the  educational  process  that  would  lead  to  the 
restructuring  of  Guinea's  educational  system.  In  July  1959, 
a  Congress  was  held  on  the  de-colonization  of  education  in 
Guinea.  Interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  interview 
60,  July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  another  previous  Directeur 
Regional  de  1 'Education  in  Kankan,  confirmed  that  the 
government  could  not  launch  a  unified  program  for  the  entire 
population  so  it  began  haltingly.  He  dated  the  informal 
commencement  of  the  National  Language  program  as  1960.  In 
interview  66,  July  16,  1993,  in  Conakry  yet  another  Directeur 
Regional  de  1 'Education  in  Kankan  stated  that  the  people  did 
not  want  to  promote  an  imported  culture. 
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education,  the  already  estimated  shortfall  had  not  anticipated 
the  additional  funds  necessary  to  provide  for  materials 
written  in  the  newly  formulated  and  standardized  national 
languages. ^^  Teachers  themselves  financed  the  standardization 
of  the  national  languages  by  giving  their  time  to  the 
endeavor.  In  1965,  Toure  applied  for  and  received  UNESCO 
funding  for  a  maternal  language  education  program,  called 
"Langue  Nationale"  which  the  government  implemented  in  1967.'^ 
UNESCO  sent  experts  who  assisted  the  Guinean  government  in 
standardizing  local  languages  in  the  Roman  alphabet.'^ 
Although  the  preparation  for  the  National  Language  Program  had 
begun  in  1959,  the  actual  campaign  began  for  adults  in  1967, 
while  in  1968  the  campaign  entered  the  schools.  Both 
programs'^  were  associated  with  Sekou  Toure 's  larger  social 
program,  "La  Revolution  Culturelle  Socialiste .  "''^ 


'^Interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

'^UNESCO,  The  Experimental  World  Literacy  Programme:   A 
Critical  Assessment,  (Paris:   The  UNESCO  Press,  1976),  p. 42. 

'^Interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

UNESCO  considered  its  program  separate  from  the 
government's  national  campaign.  Interestingly  enough,  the 
UNESCO  funds  were  not  used  for  a  pilot  project  in  Haute- 
Guinee.  The  program  targeted  3,500  illiterate  and  newly- 
literate  industrial  workers  in  Conakry  and  75,000  illiterate 
farmers  living  in  lower  Guinea  (the  Susu  language),  middle 
Guinea  (the  Pular  language),  and  the  forest  region (the  Kissi, 
Guerze,  and  Toma  languages).  UNESCO,  p. 42-43. 

'^Interview  64,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry;  group  interview 
46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  55,  June  24,  1993, 
in  Kankan. 
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The  resulting  reforms  implemented  in  1968  consisted  of 
two  co-existing  educational  tracks:   one  for  schools  and  one 
for  adults  and  school  leavers.   From  1968-1984,  students  in 
the   public  elementary  schools'''  were  taught  all  subjects  in 
the  maternal  language.  During  the  First  Cycle,  in  grades  one 
through  three,  the  language  of  instruction  by  which  the 
students  were  taught  was  the  maternal  language.'^   At  grade 
four,  they  were  introduced  to  an  academic  course  in  French, 
which  they  continued  each  year  through  grade  six.  Academics 
were  still  taught  in  the  maternal  language.   In  the  second 
cycle,  in  the  lower  secondary  grades  seven  through  nine, 
students  continued  the  program  of  an  academic  course  in  French 
with  the  maternal  language  as  the  language  of  instruction.  To 
advance  to  the  upper  secondary  level,  students  had  to  pass  the 
exam.  Brevet  Elementaire  du  Second  Cycle  Technique.   During 
the  third  cycle,  students  experienced  a  change  in  the  language 
of  instruction.   The  language  of  instruction  at  the  lycee 
gradually  became  French. '^   To  be  admitted  to  the  university 
level,  the  fourth  cycle,  students  had  to  pass  the  exam  for  the 
Baccalaureat  Unique.   In  1973,  the  Ministry  of  Education  added 


Ministere  du  Domaine  de  1' Education  et  de  la  Culture. 
La  Reforme  de  1 'Enseiqnement  en  Republique  de  Guinee  Novembre 
1958 — Mai  1977,  (Conakry:  Institut  Pedagogique  National,  May 
1977),  pp.  6-8. 

'^Kamori  Traore,  "Guinee,"  Lanques  et  Politiques  de 
Lanques  en  Afrique  Noire  1 'Experience  de  1 'UNESCO,  Alfa 
Ibrahima  Sow,  ed., (Paris:  UNDP,  1976),  p.  265. 

'^Interview  60,  July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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a  thirteenth  grade  that  bridged  the  third  and  fourth  cycles, 
and  exams  were  administered  at  the  end  of  the  thirteenth 
level. ''°°  The  other  track  consisted  of  adults  and  school 
leavers  who  were  given  the  opportunity  to  become  literate 
(I'alphabetisation)  by  attending  literacy  teaching  programs  in 
the  maternal  language  before  or  after  work  at  their  places  of 
employment  or  at  schools  after  the  normal  school  day.''°'' 

In  preparation  for  the  1968  implementation  of  the 
National  Language  Program,  each  ethnic  group  was  charged  with 
standardizing  the  spoken  language  to  a  written  form  in  the 
Roman  alphabet.  Educators  in  Kankan,  the  capital  of  Mande- 
speaking  Haute-Guinee,  looked  for  people  who  possessed  a  rich 
vocabulary  and  who  were  very  well  informed  to  participate  in 
translating  the  diverse  curricula  into  the  maternal  language. 
The  committee  invited  Souleymane  Kante''°^  to  participate  in  the 
standardization  process.  They  considered  him  an  expert 
because  on  his  way  to  inventing  the  N'ko  alphabet  he  had  spent 
years  trying  to  find  the  best  way  to  write  the  Mande  languages 


The  Ministry  of  Education  and  Culture  under  the 
auspices  of  the  Guinean  National  Commission  for  UNESCO, 
Cultural  Policy,  p.  36. 

^°^Ibid.,    pp.  9-10. 

''"^Interviews  34  and  55,  May  10,  1993  and  June  24,  1993, 
respectively  in  Kankan  were  with  one  informant  who  was  an 
educator,  a  political  representative  of  the  PDG  at  the  local 
level,  and  an  N'ko  teacher  and  member  of  the  N'ko 
organization.  He  explained  in  great  detail  the  relationship 
between  the  educational  and  political  aspects  of  the  National 
Language  Program  and  Souleymane  Kante's  role  in  helping  to 
standardize  the  Maninka  language  to  the  Roman  alphabet. 
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in  the  Roman  alphabet.   He  agreed  to  participate  unofficially 
in  the  project. 

The  N'ko  Literacy  Movement — Agenda  for  Social  Liberation 
Although  Souleymane  Kante  assisted  with  the 
standardization  of  the  maternal  language  for  the  government, 
he  did  not  abandon  his  own  literacy  program.  Kante 
disapproved  of  Toure's  National  Language  Program  because  it 
depended  upon  a  foreign  alphabet  and  foreign  constructions.  In 
fact,  if  there  were  to  be  a  cultural  revolution  that  drew  upon 
the  African  past,  then  African  cultural  forms  should  be  its 
foundation.  Souleymane  Kante 's  goal  was  to  control  Mande 
knowledge  and  modern  knowledge  through  the  use  of  Mande 
language  and  literacy.  He  thus  offered  an  indigenous 
alternative  to  the  National  Language  Program.  The  two 
literacy  initiatives,  however,  were  not  promoted  as  mutually 
exclusive . 

Toure's  state-funded  literacy  campaign  dominated  the 
formal  educational  scene.  He  drew  upon  the  existing 
infrastructure,  curricula,  and  personnel.  Kante,  on  the  other 
hand,  is  remembered  as  having  taught  N'ko  in  the  market  place. 
He  had  taught  the  members  of  his  own  extended  family  and  had 
recommended  that  others  do  the  same.^°^  The  "each  one  teach 
one"  policy  was  actually  a  recommendation  for  each  one  to 


^°^This  infonnant  said  that  the  instructions  were  to  teach 
the  family  so  he  taught  all  of  his  children.  Interview  05, 
March  3,1993,  in  Kankan. 
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teach  at  least  seven  others  J°^  Informants  recalled  that  Kante 
also  attracted  many  followers  by  demonstrating  N'ko  at  social 
functions  such  as  funerals  where  he  opened  his  Quran  written 
in  N'ko  and  read  the  Word  of  God.'°^         Souleymane  Kante 
suggested  that  everyone  learn  N'ko  and  that  those  who  did  not 
would  later  regret  their  error.   Kante 's  literacy  movement 
slowly  gained  support  as  it  operated  on  the  fringes,  and  in  an 
informal  educational  environment  that  paralleled  Toure's  state 
system.    Kante 's  movement  possessed  no  infrastructure,  no 
financial  assistance,  and  no  texts  except  the  ones  students 
copied  for  themselves.  The  engine  that  powered  the  movement 
was  the  individual's  desire  to  repossess  Mande  culture  by 
controlling  knowledge  through  Mande  language  and  literacy. 
Teachers  were  the  key  to  the  movement. 

Some  teachers  were  drawn  from  the  existing  state  funded 
pool  of  personnel.  Most,  however,  were  businessmen  and 
workers  who  taught  N'ko  at  their  businesses  or  in  their  homes. 
Many  in  the  N'ko  teaching  force  contributed  their  time  without 
remuneration.  In  some  cases,  families  of  students  gave  gifts 
at  the  end  of  the  service  to  help  support  the  teacher/school. 
The  process  of  learning  N'ko  took  about  four  months.  Each 
N'ko  teacher  could  teach  three  groups  of  students  per  year. 
In  the  beginning,  students  were  remembered  as  being  mostly 


104r 


Souleymane  Kante 's  recommendations  were  that  each 
person  was  obligated  to  teach  seven  other  people.  Group 
interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 
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Interview  60,  July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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adults  who  later  saw  to  it  that  their  children  were  also 
educated  in  N'ko.   Armed  with  a  blackboard  on  a  tripod  and  a 
piece  of  chalk,  the  N'ko  teachers  employed  a  methodology 
similar  to  that  of  Quranic  school  education — memorization, 
imitation,  and  utilization.   Students  would  congregate  at  the 
compound  of  a  teacher  where  they  would  copy  the  alphabet  on 
slate  or  paper  and  then  use  oral  recitation  as  a  tool  for 
memorization  and  reinforcement.   The  teacher  conducted  the 
class,  but  students,  regardless  of  age,  had  the  responsibility 
for  leading  the  recitations.   Students  who  were  guick  and 
adept  were  recruited  as  assistants  and  eventually  became 
teachers   themselves.     Students   copied   the   texts   that 
Souleymane  Kante  had  translated  and  transcribed  in  an  attempt 
to  produce  personal  or  family  copies.   Those  who  were  N'ko 
literate  were  eguipped  to  read  the  literature  that  had  been 
translated  and  transcribed  by  Souleymane  Kante,  to  communicate 
with  others  who  v/ere  literate  in  N'ko,  and  to  keep  records  and 
accounts  for  their  businesses.   Some  students  undertook  to 
record  the  oral  histories  of  aged  members  of  their  families  to 
preserve  first-hand  knowledge  . ''°'^ 

The  Contest 

An  informal  competition  over  the  recasting  of  Mande 
culture  developed  as  Sekou  Toure  and  Souleymane  Kante  seemed 


Those  who  were  literate  in  N'ko  were  spoken  of  as 
preserving  for  posterity  the  oral  histories  of  elders. 
Interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in   Kankan. 
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to  wrestle  with  each  other  for  numbers  of  Mande  speakers  in 
Haute-Guinee  who  acquired  literacy  in  the  maternal  language. 
Maternal  language  literacy  was  the  goal,  but  the  seemingly 
personal  issue  revolved  around  the  choice  of  alphabet.   Toure 
appeared  to  have  the  advantage  because  his  program  was  heir  to 
the  already  existing  state  programs.   His  selection  of  the 
Roman  alphabet  was  prudent  because  the  alphabet  was  already 
used  through  much  of  the  world,  and  typesetting  existed  and 
was  locally  in  place.   While  a  few  maternal  language  textbooks 
were  published, ''°''  however,  the  translation  and  publication  of 
other  works  in  the  maternal  languages  never  materialized. 
Kante,  on  the  other  hand,  worked  at  a  disadvantage.   From  the 
standpoint  of  infrastructure  and  funding,  he  lacked  resources, 
and  the  alphabet  required  an  innovation  in  typesetting  that 
was  locally  unavailable.   Kante,  however,  strove  to  produce 
handwritten  translated  texts  in  the  N'ko  alphabet.    These 
translations  then  systematically  spread  throughout  the  Mande- 
speaking  community  as  students  hand  copied  them  so  as  to  have 
a  personal  copy  for  reading  and  teaching. 

The  two  Mande-speaking  competitors  developed  opposing 
teaching  methodologies.  Toure  used  his  government  to  impose 
the  Roman  alphabet  upon  children  and  adults  through  the  state- 


''"''Secretariat  d'etat  ^  I'ideologie — Service  National 
d'Alphab^tisation,  Sori  ni  Mariama,  (Teheran,  Iran:  Franklin 
Book  Programs,  Inc.,  no  date)  and  I'Academie  des  langues 
Conakry,  Maninkakan  Sariya,  Grammaire  Maninka  2e  et  3e  cycle, 
(Conakry:  Institut  national  du  livre  de  Guinee,  1980)  are 
examples  of  texts  produced  for  the  literacy  program. 
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supported  literacy  program.  The  concept  of  a  National 
Language  Program  had  been  supported  by  the  rank  and  file 
membership  of  the  PDG.  Educators  observed  that  the  program's 
implementation,  however,  had  a  negative  effect  on  learning 
French''"^  as  an  international  language  of  diplomacy  and 
economics.  Because  the  educational  system  was  universal  only 
at  the  elementary  level,  students  who  failed  the  exams  at  the 
end  of  the  First  Cycle  never  had  the  opportunity  to  continue 
French  language  instruction.  Adults,  who  were  acquiring 
literacy  through  the  program,  never  had  the  opportunity  to 
learn  French  because  they  were  limited  to  the  maternal 
language.  The  goal  was  national  literacy,  and  children  and 
adults  were  becoming  literate  in  the  maternal  language,  which 
limited  them  to  regional  participation.  By  using  the  educative 
process  in  this  manner,  the  government  effectively  restricted 
the  numbers  of  participants  in  the  national  arena,  and,  by  so 
doing,  restricted  access  to  knowledge. 

Souleymane  Kante  attracted  students  by  focusing  upon 
Mande  culture.  Adults  and  children  voluntarily  learned  the 
alphabet  because  it  was  culturally  important  to  them.  Having 
learned  the  alphabet,  students  used  it  for  correspondence  and 
business  as  they  amassed  handwritten  translations  of  important 
religious,  historical,  and  modern  scientific  texts.  The 
significance  of  N'ko  literacy  was  a  personal  understanding  of 


''"^Interview  66,  July  16,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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a  wide  variety  of  knowledge . ''°''  This  self-improvement  was  not 
promoted  as  the  acquisition  of  knowledge  for  advancement  in 
the  political  or  economic  structure  of  the  nation.  Toure 
clung  to  a  limited  vision,  the  European-conceived  nation 
state,  striving  for  a  Guinean  national  consciousness  within 
the  designated  borders  of  the  Guinean  nation.  Kante's  arena, 
on  the  other  hand,  was  regional.  He  strove  for  a  Mande 
consciousness  that  drew  together  not  only  Guinea's  resident 
Mande  speakers  of  Haute-Guinee  and  Guinee  Forestiere,  but  also 
ultimately  surpassed  Guinean  national  borders  by  connecting 
all  the  Mande  speakers  in  West  Africa,  for  which  there  were  no 
formal  political  borders. 

Although  Toure 's  motivations  cannot  at  this  time  be 
wholly  known, ''''°  informants  have  characterized  his  relationship 
with  Souleymane  Kante  based  on  conversations  with  either  or 
both  men  and  the  events  the  informants  witnessed.  It  appeared 
that  in  the  1960s  Toure  had  hoped  to  isolate  Kante's  work  by 
directing  Kante  into  the  National  Language  Program. '^''^  Kante, 


'^°'ln  interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant  reported  that  Souleymane  Kante  gave  the  following 
analogy:  N'ko  and  school  are  like  the  sky  and  the  earth. 
They  do  not  have  the  same  objective,  and  they  are  of  a 
different  nature. 

Informants  have  accused  Sekou  Toure  of  being  jealous  of 
Souleymane  Kante's  invention. 

According  to  this  informant,  the  government  could  not 
fight  the  N'ko  alphabet  directly.  It  was  necessary  to 
formulate  a  political  strategy  to  eliminate  N'ko,  either  to 
isolate  the  author  so  that  he  would  abandon  it  or  to  exile  the 
author  so  that  the  population  would  forget  about  it.  Interview 
59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.   In  interview  68,  July  17,  1993, 
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however,  did  not  abandon  his  work  and  proceeded  with  teaching 
the  N'ko  alphabet  and  translating  texts  into  N'ko.  Informants 
related  that  Kante  wrote  out  these  texts  by  hand  and  used  a 
Renault  duplication  machine'''^^  capable  of  producing  books  of 
ten  to  twenty  pages. ''''^  In  1971,  when  the  machine  broke  down,'"''^ 
he  journeyed  to  Conakry  to  ask  the  government  for  financial 
assistance  in  establishing  a  larger-scale  print  shop  capable 
of  duplicating  such  works  as  the  N'ko  version  of  the  Quran. 
During  his  stay  in  Conakry,  Al-Hajj  Kabine  Diane  helped  Kante 
as  much  as  he  could  by  printing  small  runs  at  his  Arabic 
printing  press. ''''^  In  1973,''''^  Toure  nominated  Kante  to  the 
Conseil  Islamique  National.''''''  Kante  declined  the  appointment 


in  Conakry,  the  informant  stated  that  the  government  used 
Kante  in  the  National  Language  Program  because  he  was  the  only 
one  who  could  translate  all  of  the  necessary  terminologies. 

''"'^  A  local  merchant,  Sekou  Diane,  is  remembered  to  have 
given  Souleymane  Kante  money  to  buy  this  machine  in  Abidjan. 
Interview  29,  May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''''^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

'''"^Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''''^Interview  82,  August  10,  1994,  in  Conakry. 

''"'^In  interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana,  the 
informant  was  unable  to  cite  the  exact  year  but  situated  the 
event  as  after  the  aggression  of  22  Novembre  1970  and  after 
Kante 's  return  from  his  pilgrimage  to  Mecca  which  corresponds 
to  the  age  of  one  of  his  children.  In  interview  09,  March  11, 
1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  established  the  date  as  1973. 

'^''''Sekou  Toure  established  the  council  and  charged  it  with 
defending  Islam  and  its  principles  in  Guinea.  Anyone 
appointed  to  the  council  was  known  as  an  Islamic  scholar.  The 
informant,  who  was  nominated  to  the  council  in  1977,  does  not 
remember  Souleymane  Kante  attending  any  meetings.  He  did  not 
deny  the  possibility  that  Souleymane  Kante  was  nominated 
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saying  that  the  committee  meetings  interfered  with  the  time  he 
needed  to  translate  texts  into  N'RoJ""^  At  his  home  in 
Conakry,  Kante  wrote  documents  by  hand  and  then  he  took  them 
to  Al-Hajj  Kabine  Diane  for  printing."'  He  sold  the  printed 
manuscripts  for  a  small  sum  to  further  promote  literacy  in 
N'ko  in  all  segments  of  the  community . ''2°  Souleymane  Kante's 
family  and  friends  reported  that  until  Sekou  Toure's  death''^'' 
in  1984,  the  relationship  between  the  two  men  deteriorated. 
Kante  was  forced  to  leave  Guinea  and  to  reside  in  neighboring 
countries  under  the  threat  of  being  arrested^^^  or  killed^^^  by 


because  he  described  Kante  as  being  an  intellectual  and 
religious  scholar.  Interview  61,  July  13,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In 
interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  informant  said 
that  members  of  the  council  were  chosen  based  on  their 
knowledge  of  Islam.  In  interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in 
Djankana,  the  informant  clearly  remembers  Kante  attending  at 
least  one  meeting.  Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

■'''^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

■'"'^Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  Interview 
32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

IPO 

"^^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^^In  interview  80,  July  20,  1994,  in  Conakry,  the 
informants  described  Toure  as  being  disguieted  by  leadership 
problems  he  was  experiencing  with  Guinea's  intellectuals. 

1?? 

Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  interview 
51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana,  the  informant  explained  that 
Souleymane  Kante  left  for  Bamako  around  1975  due  to  warnings 
by  "certain  persons"  to  leave  Conakry  because  Sekou  Toure  was 
going  to  have  him  arrested.  In  interview  62,  July  14,  1993, 
in  Conakry,  the  informant  stated  that  the  person  who  warned 
Kante  was  one  of  Toure's  cabinet  ministers.  In  interview  59, 
June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  stated  that  on  his 
escape  route  to  Bamako,  Kante  was  detained  by  police  demanding 
his  destination.  He  told  the  police  that  he  was  going  to  a 
village  to  receive  medical  attention  for  his  diabetes. 
Believing  that  they  were  ensuring  Kante's  return,  the  police 
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his  own  government.  While  in  self-imposed  exile, ''^^  Souleymane 
Kante  is  remembered  as  continuing  to  translate  works  into  N'ko 
and  to  collect  and  compile  a  text  of  Mande  healing  artsJ^^ 


took  his  identity  card  and  allowed  him  to  pass.  Kante  crossed 
the  border  into  Mali.  Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^^In  interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the 
informant  told  the  story  that  Souleymane  Kante  had  related  to 
him.  The  government  had  supplied  Kante  with  transportation  to 
Romania  for  treatment  of  his  diabetes  in  1974.  Assisting  the 
Guinean  government,  the  Romanian  government  institutionalized 
Kante  in  a  psychiatric  facility  where  an  attempt  was  made  on 
his  life  by  lethal  injection.  Kante  refused  the  treatment  and 
escaped  death.  Kante  convinced  the  doctors  to  release  him 
since,  in  the  end,  his  condition  was  a  death  sentence.  Later 
in  Conakry  he  met  the  person  who  had  been  the  Guinean 
ambassador  to  Romania  at  the  time  of  his  incarceration.  The 
ex-ambassador  thought  that  Kante  was  deceased.  Interview  31, 
May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in 
Conakry,  and  group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^'^In  interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informants  said  that  he  traveled  with  Souleymane  Kante  to 
Bamako  in  1977  where  they  lived  together  in  the  same  compound 
until  the  informant  had  an  accident  and  had  to  go  back  to 
Guinea  and  then  to  Romania  for  medical  treatment.  This  date 
is  confirmed  by  an  extended  family  member.  Interview  63,  July 
14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

""^^Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  group 
interview  30,  May  4,  1993,  in  Bamako,  the  informants  reported 
that  Kante  taught  N'ko  and  collected  data  on  Mande  healing 
arts  for  approximately  five  years.  In  interview  62,  July  14, 
1993,  in  Conakry,  the  informant  stated  that,  courtesy  of  a 
member  of  the  Malian  government,  Kante  received  a  Malian 
identity  card  and  a  Malian  passport.  In  1982,  Kante  returned 
to  Abidjan  to  collect  data  on  the  Mande  healing  arts.  In 
group  interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan,  the 
informants  reminisced  that  Kante  told  them  that  he  had 
returned  to  Cote  d'lvoire  in  political  exile.  He  told  them 
that  Toure  was  jealous  of  his  invention.  They  approximated 
the  time  spent  with  them  in  Cote  d'lvoire  as  two  years  in 
Bouakd  and  six  in  Abidjan  interspersed  by  trips  to  Bamako. 
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Souleymane  Kante  returned  to  Guinea  in  1985,  under  the  Second 
Republic. ''^^ 

The  end  result  of  the  national  competition  can  be  judged 
by  the  longevity  of  the  literacy  achieved  by  each  program. 
The  National  Language  Program  officially  produced  people  who 
were  literate  in  their  spoken  maternal  language  from  1968- 
1984.  In  1984  when  the  Second  Republic  was  established  by 
Lansana  Conte,  the  government  withdrew  its  support  for  the 
program  and  Guineans  were  instructed  to  discard  it.  The 
Second  Republic  implemented  a  new  program  in  which  French 
became  the  single  national  language  and  the  language  of 
literacy.  The  new  government  has,  however,  supported  learning 
in  the  maternal  languages  by  producing  radio  and  television 
programs  of  cultural  and  news  content  spoken  in  only  three  of 
Guinea's   maternal   languages,   Susu,   Maninka,   and   Pular. 

Souleymane  Kante  returned  home  to  Guinea  in  1985  and 
until  his  death  in  1987  lived  in  Conakry  teaching  his 
alphabet.  Statistics  on  the  number  of  adults  and  children  who 
know  how  to  read  and  write  N'ko  have  not  been  established. 
Under  Kante 's  direction,  his  disciples  established  the  ICRA- 
N'ko  association  in  1986, '^2''  which  was  officially  sanctioned  by 
the  government  in  1991  as  a  non-governmental  organization  for 
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Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 


''^''interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry,  and  interview 
69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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the  promotion  of  N'ko.^^^  Only  since  then  has  the  group 
actively  started  compiling  statistics  based  on  the  current 
number  of  students  enrolled  in  N'ko  classes.  Each  teacher 
turns  in  a  list  of  students  to  the  local  ICRA-N'ko  association 
who  compiles  the  numbers  and  then  sends  them  to  the  Service 
National  d'Alphabetisation  to  be  included  in  the  year's 
literacy  statistics.  By  looking  at  the  numerical  fragments, 
it  is  possible  to  see  that  the  number  of  students  in  N'ko 
classes  has  steadily  increased  over  the  past  five  years; 
however,  it  is  not  possible  to  say  whether  or  not  this  is  the 
result  of  more  students  or  better  record-keeping.  Since 
systematic  record-keeping  does  not  exist,  a  Literacy  Survey  of 
Kankan  in  1994  presents  the  first  literacy  statistics  for  the 
city  (see  Appendix  E).''^^  Canvassers  interviewed  each 
household  about  the  languages  spoken  and  the  alphabets  which 
were  used  to  transcribe  those  languages.  After  sixteen  years 
of  the  National  Language  Program,  one  expected  a  competitive 
percentage  of  those  who  were  able  to  read  and  write  the 
Maninka  language  in  the  Roman  alphabet.  The  results  of  the 
survey  showed  that  only  3.1  percent  of  the  128,000  plus 
indigenous  inhabitants  knew  how  to  read  and  write  the  "Langue 
Nationale,"  while  8.8  percent  knew  how  to  read  and  write 


^^^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

"■^'Literacy  Survey  of  Kankan,  August  4,  1994,  see  Appendix 
E.  There  are  no  complete  literacy  statistics  at  any  level. 
The  numbers  represented  in  the  survey  offer  a  beginning  point 
at  which  literacy  statistics  can  be  assessed  and  can  be  later 
measured  in  percentages. 
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N'ko.''^°  The  "Langue  Nationale"  appears  to  have  been 
discarded,  while  the  N'ko  alphabet  appears  to  be  blossoming. 
The  ultimate  advantage  did  lie  with  Kante  and  his  approach, 
but  the  two  approaches  have  also  interacted  to  help  promote 
Mande  identity. 

Conclusion 
During  the  period  of  the  1940s  and  1950s,  Guinea  was 
characterized  by  an  intense  politicization  at  the  local, 
regional,  and  national  levels.  The  decades  of  the  1940s, 
1950s,  and  1960s  witnessed  reforms  that  finally  emerged  as  the 
Socialist  Cultural  Revolution  of  1968.  These  political  and 
cultural  reforms  reshaped  the  attitudes  of  the  Mande  speakers 
in  Haute-Guinee.  Local  organizations,  like  the  Union  Manden, 
rekindled  Mande  cultural  nationalism  by  a  Janus-faced  return 
to  the  heroic-historic  past.  The  National  Language  Program 
reestablished  a  pride  in  the  Mande  language.  The  N'ko 
alphabet  provided  a  vehicle  for  literacy  and  the  acquisition 
of  knowledge  in  the  Mande  language  and  literacy.  Riding  the 
crest  of  cultural  power,  their  social  group's  renewed  capacity 
to  make  culturally  significant  choices,  ignited  Mande 
speakers'  desire  to  choose  the  N'ko  alphabet  as  an  indigenous 


^^°The  literacy  survey  showed  that  14  percent  of  the 
population  knew  how  to  read  and  write  French,  8.5  percent  of 
the  population  knew  how  to  read  and  write  Arabic  in  Arabic, 
8.8  percent  of  the  population  knew  how  to  read  and  write 
[Maninka  language]  in  N'ko,  and  3.1  percent  of  the  population 
knew  how  to  read  and  write  [Maninka  language]  in  the  Roman 
alphabet  [Langue  Nationale]. 
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alternative  to  that  of  language/literacy  and  education 
promoted  by  the  foreign-influenced  Mande  speakers  who 
controlled  government  and  religion.  Individuals  seeking  to 
learn  the  alphabet  have  steadily  produced  a  ground  swell  of 
enthusiasm  and  support  for  learning  the  alphabet  which  has 
spread  from  Mande-speaking  Kankan  to  Mande  speakers  throughout 
Guinea  and  to  Mande  speakers  residing  across  the  borders  of 
neighboring  states. 


CHAPTER  7 
CULTURE  POWER 

"Numbers  mean   nothing;    it   is  worth   that   counts." 
Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


The  "children  of  the  Bright  Country"  have  tapped  into  the 
cultural  power  that  has  been  rejuvenated  under  the  new  sun. 
Many  Mande  speakers  in  the  Republic  of  Guinea  have  consciously 
chosen  the  N'ko  alphabet  as  an  expression  of  a  Mande  language 
revival  which  has  generated  a  Mande  renaissance.  The  cultural 
power  does  not  exist  in  any  pedagogy  or  any  specific  subject 
matter.  Rather  it  emanates  directly  from  the  alphabet's 
ability  to  ensure  a  broader  access  to  economic,  historical, 
political,  religious,  social,  and  scientific  knowledge. 

Individual  initiative  has  fueled  a  grassroots  movement  to 
become  literate  in  N'ko.  Each  individual  who  learned  how  to 
read  and  write  N'ko  demonstrated  by  example  the  benefits  of 
N'ko  literacy  to  family,  friends,  and  the  community.  These 
individuals  became  the  teachers,  sharing  their  knowledge  with 
anyone  who  expressed  a  desire  to  learn  the  alphabet. 
Individuals,  both  adults  and  children,  have  sought  out  these 
teachers  to  learn  the  alphabet.  Until  the  mid-1980s,  literacy 
in  N'ko  had  progressed  haltingly  and  haphazardly,  mainly 
because  it  lacked  the  direction,  organization,  and  promotion 
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of  a  formal  literacy  campaign.  With  the  founding  of  the  ICRA- 
N'KO^  Association  in  1986,  a  small  group  took  on  that 
responsibility.  ICRA-N'KO  has  systematically  organized  its 
effort  at  the  village  level  within  Guinea,  and  it  has  created 
satellite  associations  in  the  West  African  countries 
possessing  substantial  Mande-speaking  populations. 

This  chapter  attempts  to  trace  the  spread  of  N'ko  beyond 
its  initial  stage.  Based  upon  the  information  provided  by  N'ko 
teachers,  N'ko  students,  and  N'ko  association  organizers  and 
participants,  it  discusses  the  promotion  of  N'ko  and  the 
schools  that  were  established  in  Kankan,  the  Bate  region, 
Guinea,  and  neighboring  countries.  The  chapter  begins  at  the 
point  of  N'ko's  official  introduction  to  Kankan  in  1959. 
Since  there  was  no  systematic  record  keeping  until  1994,  it 
explores,  to  the  extent  that  it  can  be  known,  the  spread  of 
N'ko  during  the  period  of  diffusion  from  1959-1986  and  during 
the  period  1986-1994  in  which  ICRA-N'KO  has  attempted  to 
organize  a  literacy  campaign. 

The  chapter  then  discusses  the  N'ko  grassroots  movement 
as  a  literacy  campaign.  Using  secondary  sources  on  national 
literacy  campaigns,  it  compares  the  N'ko  literacy  campaign 
with  other  campaigns  throughout  the  world  by  examining  goals, 
methods  of  mobilization,  and  motivations  of  individuals.  It 
explains  the  personal  loss  and  the  personal  gain  of  teachers 


^L' Association  pour  1 'impulsion  et  la  Coordination  des 
Recherches  sur  1 'Alphabet  N'ko. 
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and  organizers  as  they  have  made  themselves  available  to 
students  in  the  name  of  N'ko. 

The  Dissemination  of  N'ko  1959-1986 
From  1959-1986,  the  dissemination  of  N'ko  was  in  the 
hands  of  individuals.  Souleymane  Kante,  in  charge  of  the 
mission  had  no  expressed  plan  for  disseminating  the  alphabet 
other  than  teaching  individuals  who  would  then  teach  their  own 
family  members  plus  seven.  Each  individual  was  enjoined  to 
follow  this  "each  one  teach  one"  plan.  .  Thus,  the  N'ko 
alphabet  spread  as  the  Niger  River  spreads  entering  flood 
stage — slowly  diffusing  throughout  the  Mande-speaking  world. 
There  was  no  "literacy  campaign"  that  calculated  the 
inundation  of  the  number  of  people  occupying  a  specific  area 
over  a  specific  time  period.^  People  did  not  officially  learn 
the  alphabet.  The  plan  was  simple.  Those  who  knew  N'ko  were 
the  teachers.  They  then  tried  to  recruit  those  who  did  not 
know  the  alphabet  to  learn  it.  The  teachers  became  the  magnet 
to  which  students  of  N'ko  were  drawn. 

Souleymane  Kante  and  the  expanding  cadre  of  Mande 
intellectuals  literate  in  N'ko  promoted  the  importance  of  the 
alphabet  by  linking  it  to  Mande  culture.  N'ko  literacy  was 
tied  to  the  Mande  language,  the  Islamic  religion,  the 
protection  of  indigenous  knowledge   (for  example,   healing 


^Informants  characterize  the  period  as  lacking  a  plan  of 
organization  or  formal  coordination. 
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arts), and  a  continuum  of  knowledge  that  linked  the  Mande 
heroic/historic  past  to  the  technology  of  the  modern  world. 

While  many  individuals  sought  out  the  novelty  of  the 
uniquely  cultural  phenomenon,  others  discounted  it  as  useless 
to  monetarily-oriented  people  who  wanted  to  earn  money  in  the 
modern  world.  The  nay-sayers  gradually  shifted  their  position 
as  they  witnessed  the  personal  benefits  of  N'ko  literacy — 
benefits  that  could  not  be  measured  in  terms  of  financial 
success.  By  promoting  closer  ties  to  indigenous  Mande 
knowledge  and  by  promoting  a  deeper  religious  understanding, 
this  newly  accessible  knowledge  filled  a  cultural  void  that 
had  been  created  under  foreign  tutelage.  The  time  and  effort 
involved  in  adding  the  N'ko  writing  system  to  an  individual's 
literacy  repertoire^  was  minimal  since  the  students  learned  to 
write  their  maternal  language  in  N'ko  in  four  months.^ 
However,  the  lack  of  a  centralized  effort  made  it  impossible 
to  know  who  was  studying  N'ko  or  how  many  people  had  become 
literate  in  N'ko. 


^Brian  V.  Street  has  pointed  out  that  "people  frequently 
maintain  a  number  of  different  literacies  side  by  side,  using 
them  for  different  purposes."  Brian  V.  Street,  "Literacy  and 
Social  Change:  The  Significance  of  Social  Context  in  the 
Development  of  Literacy  Programs,"  in  The  Future  of  Literacy 
in  a  Changing  World,  Daniel  A.  Wagner  ed.  (Oxford:  Pergamon 
Press,  1987),  p.  62. 

^Four  months  is  the  approximate  amount  of  time  a  Mande 
speaker  would  take  to  learn  the  alphabet.  Some  have  been 
reported  to  have  learned  it  in  one  week  while  others  have 
taken  longer  than  four  months.  Knowledge  of  N'ko  literacy 
reflects  only  the  writing  of  spoken  Mande  language  and  the 
reading  of  texts  written  in  Mande  language,  and  not  the 
knowledge  gleaned  from  a  text  that  has  been  read. 
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The  process  of  promoting  the  N'ko  alphabet  can  be  divided 
into  two  stages.  In  the  first  stage,  Souleymane  Kante  as  the 
alphabet's  chief  advocate,  promoted  it  among  those  individuals 
and  communities  with  whom  he  had  personal  contact.  His 
initiative  included  two  aspects  of  personal  influence — 
teaching  and  post-learning  reinforcement.  The  second  stage  in 
the  promotion  of  literacy  in  N'ko  transmitted  the  alphabet 
beyond  the  immediate  influence  of  the  inventor.  The  second 
wave  of  individual  initiative  was  demonstrated  by  those  who 
learned  the  alphabet  and  took  it  with  them,  teaching  it  to 
their  individual  spheres  of  influence — family,  friends,  and 
communities.  They  followed  Kante 's  prescription  for  alphabet 
dissemination  by  teaching,  connecting  to  the  communications 
network,  and  by  distributing  books. 

Souleymane  Kante 's  methodology  was  based  on  developing  a 
need  to  learn  N'ko.  He  demonstrated  N'ko  literacy  to  his 
family,  friends,  and  to  the  community.  His  selling  point  was 
that  all  members  of  the  Mande-speaking  community  could  have 
access  to  knowledge  through  the  maternal  language  as  written 
in  N'ko.  He  exhibited  the  value  of  N'ko  by  publicly  reading 
the  Quran  and  other  important  Islamic  texts. ^  He  listened  to 
a  community's  oral  traditions  and  then  recorded  them  into 
N'ko.  At  Karifamoriah,  he  translated  family  and  local 
histories  into  Mande  language  from  Arabic  so  that  everyone 


^In  interview  60,  July  9,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  informant 
gave  an  example  of  a  community  demonstration  by  Kante  at  a 
funeral . 
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could  command  indigenous  knowledge  through  the  maternal 
language.  He  read  these  aloud  back  to  the  community  for 
validation/  He  taught  students  of  all  ages  to  read  and  write 
the  maternal  language  in  the  Mande-styled  alphabet.  In  order 
to  maintain  the  momentum  created  by  teaching  the  alphabet,  he 
encouraged  his  teachers  and  students  by  establishing  a  support 
group  in  the  form  of  a  correspondence  network,^  There  was  a 
constant  dialogue  in  N'ko  between  the  author  of  the  script  and 
the  members  of  the  evolving  cadre  of  Mande  intellectuals  who 
were  literate  in  N'ko  throughout  the  Mande  world.  As 
reinforcement  of  the  reading  process,  Kante  gave  copies  of  the 
books  he  had  written  in  N'ko  to  individuals.  Some  of  these 
books  were  the  first  two  textbooks  for  learning  how  to  write 
N'ko^  while  others  were  actual  texts  of  works  that  he  had 
translated.'   Individuals  who  received  these  gifts  of  books 


^he  informant  explained  that  no  one  in  town  was  able  to 
read  the  local  history  because  it  was  written  in  Arabic. 
Kante  translated  it  from  the  Arabic,  read  it  to  the  community 
for  corrections,  thereby  piguing  interest  within  the  community 
to  learn  the  alphabet;  in  interview  25,  April  13,  1993,  in 
Karif amoriah. 

''see  Appendix  D-13  for  a  copy  of  a  letter  in  N'ko  from 
Souleymane  Kante  to  his  student  Bakaramo  Kaba. 

^I  have  a  copy  of  each  of  the  current  editions  of  the 
first  two  volumes,  plus  a  copy  of  older  versions. 

''Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou; 
interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  group  interview  25, 
April  13,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah;  interview  26,  April  26,  1993, 
in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin;  interview  32,  May  8,  19  93,  in  Kankan; 
group  interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  38, 
May  13,  1993,  in  Balandou. 
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copied  them''°  to  perfect  their  writing  skill  and  to  give  as 
gifts.  In  addition,  they  allowed  their  students  to  copy  them 
to  possess  a  personal  copy  of  the  bookJ^ 

Kante's  writings  were  an  important  part  of  his 
methodology.  Kante  wrote  the  manuscript  and  then  reproduced 
it  on  a  duplicating  machine.  Since  the  distribution  of  his 
texts  and  translations  were  the  bulwark  of  his  approach  to 
dissemination,  duplication  of  manuscripts  became  a  problem. 
In  Kankan,  a  wealthy  merchant  contributed  the  money  to  the 
purchase  of  a  machine  which  Kante  eventually  wore  out.^^  In 
Conakry  and  in  Bamako,  benefactors  paid  to  have  works 
printed. '^^  On  his  trips  to  Bamako  and  to  Abidjan,  Kante 
searched  for  an  affordable  method  of  manuscript  reproduction. 
He  never  gave  up  hope  of  receiving  financial  support  from 


""^he  tradition  of  copying  books  dates  from  the  time  when 
people  who  could  not  afford  to  make  the  pilgrimage  copied  the 
Islamic  texts  brought  back  by  those  people  those  who  had.  In 
interview  19,  April  6,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  related 
that  his  father  had  copied  the  Quran  in  Arabic  seven  times  for 
which  he  received  a  gift,  usually  in  cattle. 

''"'one  informant  explained  that  each  time  he  finished  a 
book  he  would  copy  it  again.  Once  Souleymane  Kante  asked  him 
to  recopy  the  book  entitled  The  Rules  of  Marriage  and  send  it 
to  him  because  he  had  lost  his  own  copy.  Group  interview  25, 
April  13,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

"•^The  informant  reported  that  when  the  Renault  machine 
broke  down,  Kante  was  forced  to  go  to  Conakry.  Interview  49, 
June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

■^^Interview  82,  August  10,  1994,  in  Conakry;  in  Bamako, 
Al-Hajj  Sekou  Camara  gave  Kante  money  to  print  certain 
manuscripts.  Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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Guinea's  government  to  purchase  such  a  machine.''^  Kante  was 
able  to  afford  his  gifts  of  books  to  individuals  who  were  in 
correspondence  with  him  by  selling  others  at  a  low  cost.  He 
also  sent  books  for  resale  to  the  people  to  whom  he  had  made 
a  gift  of  the  book.  In  addition  to  manuscripts,  Souleymane 
Kante  promoted  his  alphabet  with  a  calendar.''^  The  N'ko 
calendar  presents  the  current  date  based  upon  three  different 
measures  of  time — Mohammed's  Hejira,  the  birth  of  Christ,  and 
the  Conference  at  Kouroubkan  Fouga  when  Mande  laws  were  handed 
down  by  Sundiata.^^ 

When  Souleymane  Kante  returned  to  Kankan  in  1959,  he  and 
two  of  his  brothers  opened  up  a  shop  in  the  market  place.  His 
brothers  ran  the  shop  while  Kante  taught  N'ko.^^  Kante  also 
taught  at  Cherifoula,  one  of  the  prestigious  Quranic  schools. 
""^  He  opened  a  school  that  was  run  by  Karamo  Karifala  Berete 
who  had  studied  in  Egypt  where  he  had  learned  N'ko  by 
correspondence.^''  One  of  Kante 's  brothers  also  began  teaching 


^^Souleymane  Kante  had  seen  a  dactilographic  machine  in 
Abidjan.  He  hoped  that  Sekou  Toure  would  purchase  the  machine 
for  him.   Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^In  the  markets  in  Kankan,  shop  owners  who  were  literate 
in  N'ko  proudly  displayed  these  calendars. 

''^Group  interview  33,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''''interview  49,  June  29,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

""interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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his  family  and  friends  at  his  home  in  the  Meteo  quarter. ^° 
Among  Kante's  friends,  Al-Hajj  Mamoudou  supported  the  teaching 
of  N'ko.^^  Another  supporter,  Ba  Karamo  Kaba  taught  N'ko  at 
Sibidiba  in  the  quarter  Banankododa.^^  In  the  Timbo  quarter, 
Mamady  Daffe  taught  N'ko  until  he  went  to  the  school  at 
Sibidiba. ^^  N'ko  was  also  taught  in  Madina  supported  by  the 
imam.^^  From  1961-1970  there  was  a  school  in  Senkefra 
quarter. ^^  In  1979,  the  Senkefra  school  recorded  160  students, 
40  of  whom  were  girls,  and  in  1981,  the  school  recorded  258 
students,  50  of  whom  were  girls. ^^ 

N'ko  schools  existed  throughout  the  Bate.  One  cannot  be 
sure,  however,  exactly  how  many  villages  supported  teachers 
and  schools  because  records  are  non-existent.  Informants 
reported  schools  existing  in  Bate's  villages,  especially  those 
close  to  Kankan.    In  Balandou,   the  maternal  family  of 


^°Group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993;  group  interview  47, 
June  19,  1993;  and  interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  all  in  Kankan. 

^■"interview  15,  March  15,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  43,  May  18,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan.  The  informant  was 
the  teacher. 

^^This  imam  supported  the  school  in  Senkefra.  Interview 
05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan, 

^^In  interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan,  and  in  group 
interview  24,  April  12,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informants  who 
were  supporters  of  and  teachers  at  the  school  remembered 
compiling  these  figures. 
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Note:      Soumankouc  =  Soumankoyin 

Soumankoyin-Kolonin  is  next  to  Soumankoyin 
Diankana  =  Djankana 


Figure  8:  BATil   COMMUNITIES 

Location  of  communities  that  support  N'ko  schools 
(adapted  from  Djibril  Tamsir  Niane  and  Ibrahima 
Kakc,  Histoire  de  la  Guince,  3e  et  4e  Annces 
[Dakar:   Les  Nouvelles  Editions  Africaines,  1986] 
p.  74.) 
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Souleymane  Kante,  supported  by  the  imam,  began  teaching  N'ko.^'' 
In  1965  in  Bankalan,  Al-Hajj  Djiba  Kaba  brought  N'ko  to  town 
and  began  teaching  in  small  groups.  Approximately  40  people 
learned  N'ko  in  Bankalan  in  this  way  during  this  period^^  The 
alphabet  was  introduced  into  Karifamoriah  in  the  1950s  by  Al- 
Hajj  N'Faly  Domanen,  who  learned  it  from  Souleymane  Kante. ^^ 
Karifala  Berete  moved  to  the  village  Lorombo  where  he  opened 
a  madrasa  in  which  he  taught  both  Arabic  and  N'ko.^°  Al-Hajj 
Oumar  taught  N'ko  at  Amara's  madrasa  in  Bate  Nafadji.-'^  One 
informant  says  that  he  taught  eighty-two  students  in  Koumban.-'^ 
Extending  out  from  the  Bate,  schools  can  be  identified  in 
the  region  of  Haute-Guinee.  In  1957,  teachers  were 
instructing  miners  from  the  diamond  mines  in  Kerouane.  These 
students  learned  by  night  in  the  compounds  of  their  teachers. ^^ 
Students  were  learning  N'ko  in  the  early  1960s  in 
Kissidougou,^^  and  they  were  teaching  N'ko  in  Faranah  in 


^''Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou;  and 
group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

^^Group  interview  36,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan. 

^^Group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karifamoriah. 

^°Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou;  and 
interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^''interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  41,   May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman. 

^he  informant  stated  that  he  learned  N'ko  in  Kissidougou 
and  then  taught  it  in  Faranah.   Interview  21,  April  8,  1993, 
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1968.-^^  Farther  to  the  south,  in  Guinee  Forestiere,  there  were 
schools  in  Macenta,  where  Taliby  Kaba,  the  nephew  of  the 
Islamic  scholar  Taliby  Kaba,  taught  N'ko.^^  In  Macenta,  as 
elsewhere,  there  was  no  coordinated  effort  in  the  teaching  of 
N'ko,^^  but,  students  there  learned  in  the  compounds  of  their 
teachers  after  work  and  after  evening  prayers.  In  1956,  N'ko 
was  being  taught  in  the  evening  to  the  miners  at  Famorodou.-'^ 
In  1956,  Souleymane  Kante  presented  the  alphabet  to 
N'Zerekore.  Classes  were  taught  here  in  1958,  at  the  madrasa 
of  Fode  Sorby  Camara.^' 

During  this  early  period,  schools  also  existed  in  the 
surrounding  Mande-speaking  countries.  The  first  schools  were 
established  in  the  region  surrounding  Abidjan,  where  Kante 
taught  his  alphabet  during  the  period  1949-1959.    Mande 


in  Kankan. 

^^In  interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant 
related  that  he  taught  as  many  as  80  students  in  the  1960s, 
both  adults  and  children.  In  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in 
Kankan,  the  informant  says  that  she  taught  N'ko  here  to  nine 
women  ages  25-43  and  eight  men. 

^^he  informant  stated  that  he  learn  N'ko  from  Taliby  Kaba 
the  younger  in  Macenta,  in  the  mid-1950s.  Interview  22,  April 
9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^''Group  interview  67,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^'in  group  interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman,  one 
informant  stated  that  he  taught  N'ko  in  N'Zerekore  and  that 
the  master  teacher  at  the  school  was  Boubacar  Keita. 


257 
speakers  continued  the  example  set  by  Kante  there.  In  Mali,^° 
N'ko  was  taught  in  Bamako  and  its  environs. ^^  While  there  are 
no  reports  of  schools  in  Burkina  Faso  and  Senegal  for  this 
period,  one  informant  saw  both  Burkinabes  and  Senegalese 
learning  N'ko  in  Cote  d'lvoire.^^  N'ko  was  also  being  taught 
in  English-speaking  Liberia'^-'  and  in  Sierra  Leone. ^^ 

Individual  initiative  was  responsible  for  the  second 
stage  of  alphabet  dissemination  during  the  period  1959-1986. 
Individuals  who  moved  freely  through  the  Mande-speaking  world 
along  the  trade  routes  taught  N'ko  as  they  moved  among  Mande 
speakers.  It  is  impossible  to  estimate  the  number  of  people 
that  one  N'ko  teacher  could  affect  during  his  travels 
throughout  the  Mande-speaking  world.  The  N'ko  teacher  would 
exert  different  levels  of  influence  depending  upon  the  length 
of  time  he  spent  with  the  uninitiated  population.  He  could 
simply  sensitize  people  to  N'ko,  by  introducing  the  Mande- 
styled  alphabet  and  explain  his  understanding  of  the 
motivations  and  the  intentions  of  the  author,  or  he  could 


'*°The  informant  said  that  he  saw  Malians  learning  N'ko  in 
Abidjan.   Interview  19,  April  6,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^The  informant  said  that  he  taught  N'ko  at  the  village 
of  Kingnegbe  in  the  Cercle  de  Kaaba  (but  never  in  the  village 
of  Kaaba  itself)  and  at  the  village  of  Kingnedoba  in  the 
Cercle  of  Sibi.   Interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  19,  April  6,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Group  interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and 
interview  50,  June  21,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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continue  by  teaching  N'ko  and  providing  contacts  within  the 
network  of  those  who  were  literate  in  N'ko.  This  introduction 
might  be  accomplished  among  traders  traveling  together  from 
market  to  market.  Town  residents  acquired  news  and  information 
while  shopping  at  the  market.  Being  sensitized  by  this  minimal 
contact,  these  people  might  choose  to  learn  the  alphabet  when 
they  came  into  contact  with  another  N'ko  teacher.  The  N'ko 
teacher  might  so  pique  the  interest  within  a  town  that  they 
would  pay  him  to  stay  there  and  teach  them  N'ko.  Students 
would  recopy  the  teacher's  N'ko  texts  or  perhaps  he  would  give 
them  copies  as  gifts.  The  N'ko  teacher's  departure  would 
leave  in  place  local  N'ko  teachers  who  had  copies  of 
manuscripts  with  which  to  work  and  addresses  to  participate  in 
correspondence  with  the  inventor  of  N'ko  and  other  N'ko 
teachers. 

An  example  of  this  process  can  been  seen  in  the  history 
of  one  individual  informant. ^^  Although  not  a  merchant,  this 
informant  made  varied  contacts  and  possessed  information  on 
the  status  of  N'ko  in  far  distant  places.  The  informant  said 
that  he  learned  N'ko  in  Kissidougou,  Haute-Guinee.  He  had 
taught  N'ko  in  the  Bate  at  Koumban  and  Kankan,  in  Haute  Guinee 
at  Faranah,  and  in  Mali,  in  the  Cercles  of  Kaaba  and  Sibi. 
This  same  informant  testified  to  the  existence  of  N'ko 
associations  in  Cote  d'lvoire,  Libya,  and  Saudi  Arabia.  It  is 
not  possible  to  categorize  the  types  of   contacts  this 


'Interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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informant  made,  to  count  the  number  of  students  he  taught,  to 
guess  the  number  of  teachers  who  evolved  from  his  students,  or 
to  verify  the  accuracy  of  his  account;  however,  it  is  safe  to 
say  that  he  deposited  the  seeds  of  N'ko  over  a  large  portion 
of  the  Mande-speaking  world. 

The  Dissemination  of  N'ko  1986 — Present 
The  change  from  an  individual  initiative  to  the 
beginnings  of  a  coordinated  group  effort  came  in  1986.  When 
Souleymane  Kante  began  promulgating  N'ko  in  Cote  d'lvoire  in 
1949,  he  had  suggested  that  those  who  knew  N'ko  should  group 
themselves  together  into  an  association.^^  In  1978,  Kante 
began  contacting  friends  and  N'ko  teachers  in  Kankan  about 
forming  an  association  that  would  draw  together  everyone 
interested  in  N'ko.  The  association  would  be  headed  by  a  small 
group  of  those  who  could  answer  guest ions  about  N'ko  as  he 
would  answer  them.  The  organization  would  promote  the 
learning  of  the  alphabet  in  Kankan  and  its  environs.^''  In 
1986,  the  year  before  he  died  from  diabetes,  Souleymane  Kante 
founded  a  national  executive  board  of  Mande  speakers  in 


'^'^Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^''in  interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant 
related  that  Kante  had  written  to  him  and  suggested  that  he 
find  two  or  three  people  who  knew  N'ko  to  serve  as  a  board  for 
a  such  a  group.  Later,  Kante  visited  him  in  Kankan  and  they 
discussed  the  matter.  In  interview  34,  May  10,  1993,  in 
Kankan,  the  informants  cite  the  beginning  of  the  association 
ICRA-N'KO  in  Kankan  as  1978. 
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Conakry,  ICRA-N'KO.^  The  members  of  the  board  were  literate 
in  N'ko  and  were  delegated  to  speak  for  him.^'  This 
association  would  direct  and  coordinate  the  promotion  of  the 
alphabet.  It  began  immediately  after  Kante's  death  November 
23,  1987,  by  sending  representatives  to  and  opening  offices  in 
many  villages  to  teach  people  about  N'ko.^° 

On  June  22,  1991,  the  Secretariat  d'Etat  a  la 
Decentralisation  (SED)  of  the  Second  Republic  granted  the 
ICRA-N'KO  association  the  status  of  a  non-governmental 
organization  (ONG).^''  A  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  has  been  opened 
in  each  of  Guinea's  prefectures  and  in  Conakry.  Upon  becoming 
an  ONG,  the  association  expanded  its  influence.  Under  the 
auspices  of  Guinea's  Ministry  of  Foreign  Affairs  and  National 
Education,  ICRA-N'KO  wrote  to  each  embassy  and  each  Ministry 
of  Education  of  countries  in  which  a  large  number  of  Mande 
speakers  live.  The  association  has  gained  acceptance  from 
these  foreign  countries  to  promote  N'ko  to  Mande  speakers 


^In  a  letter  to  the  Department  of  Tradition  Medicine  and 
Pharmacopee  of  the  ICRA-N'KO  Association,  the  president  of 
ICRA-N'KO  lists  the  responsibilities  of  the  association  as  the 
promotion  of  literacy  and  medical  research.   June  18,  1992. 

^'interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^"interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  68, 
July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview  09,  March  11,  1993, 
in  Kankan. 

^""interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry.  Official  press 
release  to  Agence  Guineenne  de  Presse,  No.  1934,  Wednesday, 
December  23,  1992,  on  the  history  of  ICRA-N'KO,  p.  6. 
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within  their  borders.  ^^  At  home  in  Guinea's  interior,  ICRA- 
N'KO  established  forty-two  prefecture  level  branches. ^^ 
Currently,  across  Guinea,  these  branches  supervise  179  centers 
of  functioning  instruction  with  some  15,000  students. ^^  Each 
local  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  is  composed  of  a  secretary-general 
and  his  assistant,  a  deputy  for  teaching  N'ko,  a  deputy  for 
social  affairs,  a  treasurer,  and  counselors. ^^  The  executive 
branch  at  Conakry  coordinates  all  the  activities  of  N'ko, 
including  the  production  of  books  in  N'ko,  teaching,  public 
relations,  medicine,  and  the  solicitation  of  aid  from 
international  associations  and  the  Guinean  government .  ^^  In 
addition  to  these  activities,  the  organization  has  begun  to 
acquire  statistical  data  on  literacy  in  N'ko  by  insisting  upon 
the  keeping  of  records  on  the  numbers  of  students  being  taught 
in  classes. 


^^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

"interview  69,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  interview 
68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  informant  indicated  that 
the  number  of  Prefectoral  branches  was  fifty-five. 

^^In  interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
president  of  the  National  Bureau  of  ICRA-N'KO  showed 
documentation  of  N'ko  centers.  The  official  press  release  to 
Agence  Guineenne  de  Press  No.  1934  for  Wednesday,  December  23, 
1992,  claimed  15,000  students  learning  N'ko,  p.  5. 

"interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^'^Interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  group 
interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman;  in  interview  09, 
March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant  said  that  ICRA-N'KO 
always  calls  upon  the  Kankan  branch  to  send  teachers  to 
villages.  However,  there  are  always  more  requests  than  there 
are  available  teachers  to  relocate. 
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ICRA-N'KO  organizations  have  flowered  in  neighboring 
countries  that  are  home  to  Mande  speakers.  The  Bamako  ICRA- 
N'KO  association  estimated  that,  as  of  1991  some  4,000  plus 
people  were  able  to  read  and  write  N'ko  in  the  city.  At  the 
forty— fourth  anniversary  of  the  founding  of  N'ko,  Mali's 
celebration  was  attended  by  eight  government  ministers.  ^^  The 
ICRA-N'KO  association  of  Cote  d'lvoire  supports  N'ko  schools 
in  Abidjan.  The  president  of  the  association  in  Cote  d'lvoire 
is  the  nephew  of  the  executive  branch  president  of  Guinea's 
ICRA-N'KO. ^^  Guinea's  ICRA-N'KO  executive  branch  president 
reported  that  branches  in  West  Africa^^  include  those  in  Mali, 
Cote  d'lvoire,  Senegal,  Gambia,  Ghana,  Togo  and  Burkina  Faso.'^ 
The  only  association  that  has  deteriorated  has  been  the  one  in 


^''interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^^Interview  84,  August,  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan. 

^'iCRA-N'KO  asserts  that  there  are  also  branches  in  non- 
Mande  speaking  areas  of  Africa  such  as  the  Congo,  Zaire, 
Gabon,  Zambia.  Press  release  to  the  Agence  Guineenne  de 
Press,  No.  1934,  Wednesday,  December  23,  1992,  p.  6;  and  in 
the  minutes  of  the  official  meeting  with  me,  the  ICRA-N'KO 
executive  board  stated  that  N'ko  was  being  used  in  Zaire, 
Gabon,  the  Congo,  Kenya,  and  Tanzania.  "Rencontre  du  Bureau 
Executif  ICRA-N'KO  avec  Madame  Dianne  White  Oyler  de 
I'Universite  de  Floride  des  Etats-Unis,  Saturday,  October  10, 
1992  in  Conakry,"  p.  3. 

^he  president  of  ICRA-N'KO  listed  Mali,  Cote  d'lvoire, 
Senegal,  Gambia,  and  Burkina  Faso.  Interview  68,  July  17, 
1993,  in  Conakry;  in  the  press  release  to  Agence  Guineenne  de 
Press,  No.  1934,  Wednesday,  December  23,  1992,  all  of  the 
above  were  listed  and  Ghana  was  added,  p.  6;  in  the  minutes 
of  the  official  meeting  with  me  the  ICRA-N'KO  executive  board 
also  mentioned  Togo,  "Rencontre  du  Bureau  Executif  ICRA-N'KO 
avec  Madame  Dianne  White  Oyler  de  I'Universite  de  Floride  des 
Etats-Unis,  Saturday,  October  10,  1992  in  Conakry,"  p.  3. 
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Liberia,  and  its  members,  dispersed  throughout  West  Africa, 
have  attributed  this  to  the  ongoing  civil  war/''  Additionally, 
there  are  ICRA-N'KO  associations  in  Egypt  and  Saudi  Arabia. ^^ 
The  branch  in  Egypt  is  responsible  for  the  duplication  of 
manuscripts  and  the  production  of  texts  in  Cairo. '^^  This 
branch  has  asked  each  N'ko  local  organization  to  collect  money 
to  buy  a  computer  and  to  produce  software  with  which  to 
produce  books  more  adequately .^^  N'ko  was  introduced  into 
Saudi  Arabia  by  Mande-speaking  individuals  who  had  made  their 
pilgrimages  to  Mecca. ^^    Additionally,  Mande  speakers  in 


^''Croup  interview  33,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and 
interview  50,  June  21,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^^In  group  interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah, 
the  informants  indicated  that  merchants  and  students  brought 
the  N'ko  alphabet  and  the  ICRA-N'KO  organization  to  Egypt;  in 
group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan,  one  informant, 
who  went  to  the  Al-Azh'ar  University  in  Cairo,  stated  that  he 
carried  the  alphabet  to  Cairo  in  1962.  It  would  stand  to 
reason  that  N'ko  literate  Mande-speaking  pilgrims  brought  N'ko 
and  ICRA-N'KO  to  Mecca.  In  the  official  press  release  to 
Agence  Guineenne  de  Press,  No.  1934,  Wednesday,  December  23, 
1992,  p.  6;  and  in  the  official  meeting  with  me,  the  executive 
board  stated  that  they  had  branches  in  Egypt  and  Saudi  Arabia. 
"Rencontre  du  Bureau  Executif  ICRA-N'KO  avec  Madame  Dianne 
White  Oyler  de  I'Universite  de  Floride  des  Etats-Unis, 
Saturday,  October  10,  1992  in  Conakry,"  p.  3. 

"interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan,  and  interview 
49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan.  In  interview  09,  March  11,  1993, 
the  informant  reported  that  Baba  Diane  was  also  a  member  of 
the  Cairo  branch.  In  interview  82,  August  10,  1994,  in 
Conakry,  the  informant  spoke  about  introducing  N'ko  into  Cairo 
when  he  was  there  in  1955. 


6A 


Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 


"Mande  speakers  from  West  Africa  perform  the  Hajj  each 
year.  Although  there  are  no  records  to  support  the  claim  of 
Mande  speakers  literate  in  N'ko  residing  in  Mecca,  it  would  be 
reasonable  to  assume  that  agents  from  Guinea's  Mande-speaking 
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official  positions  such  as  Mali's  ambassador  to  Saudi  Arabia, 
Sidi  Mohamed  Youssouf  Djere,  were  conversant  with  N'ko.^^ 

The  organization  ICRA-N'KO  has  promoted  N'ko  in  much  the 
same  way  as  did  the  individual  networks  of  its  predecessors. 
They  demonstrate  N'ko  to  sensitize  Mande  speakers  to  its 
benefits,  they  dispense  books  as  gifts  or  as  a  commodity  for 
sale  in  the  market,  and  they  support  the  teaching  of  N'ko 
throughout  West  Africa/''  They  seek  out  patrons  in  each 
community,  A  patron  supports  the  promotion  of  N'ko  through 
his  moral  guidance  and  monetary  gifts.  However,  with  the  ONG 
status,  the  Association  has  the  ability  to  promote  N'ko  on 
Guinea's  government-run  radio  and  television  stations.  They 
use  this  technology  to  advertise  their  meetings  and  their 
activities'^,   and  they  produce  programs  to  sensitize  the 


community  or  from  the  Mande-speaking  Kabine  Diane  Agency  for 
pilgrimages  have  representatives  in  Mecca  that  may  also  be 
conversant  with  N'ko. 

^Interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^''interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'^^After  my  meeting  with  the  national  executive  board  of 
ICRA-N'KO  in  October  1992,  the  radio  station  in  Conakry  aired 
a  short  welcoming  statement  to  me  which  advertised  N'ko.  In 
Kankan,  each  N'ko  meeting  was  preceded  by  a  radio  announcement 
of  the  meeting.  In  August  1994,  their  announcements  included 
information  that  I  was  in  Kankan  on  a  return  visit.  The 
meeting  was  attended  by  people  that  I  had  met  in  Kankan,  the 
Bate,  Haute-Guinee,  and  as  far  away  as  Cote  d'lvoire.  The 
Literacy  Survey  that  I  conducted  in  Kankan  was  prefaced  by  two 
days  of  advertisements  by  ICRA-N'KO  that  we  were  doing  an 
investigation  into  literacy  and  that  the  populations  should 
cooperate  with  canvassers  who  could  be  identified  by  ICRA- 
N'KO  badges. 
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population  to  the  alphabet.  ICRA-N'KO  has  hosted 
celebrations,  such  as  the  one  on  April  14,  the  date  designated 
as  the  founding  of  N'ko.  In  1988,  they  collaborated  with  the 
Julius  Nyerere  University  at  Kankan  to  generate  a  conference 
for  intellectual  discussion  on  the  N'ko  alphabet  to  celebrate 
N'ko's  fortieth  anniversary.^^ 

The  lack  of  printed  material  continues  to  be  the  source 
of  crises  for  the  promotion  of  N'ko.  Souleymane  Kante's 
family  does  not  publish  his  manuscripts. ^°  There  are  certain 
groups  of  N'ko  students  who  are  involved  in  the  editing  and 
publishing  of  Kante's  works. ''^  The  works  are  then  printed  in 
Cairo.  Many  times  the  shortage  of  books  results  from  short 
runs  and  a  long  turn  around  time  for  profit.  Many  association 
members  have  felt  that  Guinea's  ICRA-N'KO  needs  a  duplication 
center  or  a  printing  house  in  Conakry. ^^ 

While  individual  initiative  has  continued  to  diffuse  N'ko 
throughout  the  Mande-speaking  world,  the  ICRA-N'KO  Association 
has  launched  a  coordinated  effort  at  the  local,  national,  and 
international  levels.   In  Kankan,  ICRA-N'KO  has  sought  support 


^^Interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
''"interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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Ijbid. 


''^Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  50, 
June  21,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in 
Kankan;  interview  21,  April  8,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
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from  the  Soti  and  a  benediction  from  the  grand  imam.'^  The 
prefect,  Moussa  Camara,  has  lent  his  support  to  the 
organization.''^  In  1992,  under  the  auspices  of  Kankan's  ex- 
Mayor  Mamadi  Kaba,  Kankan  donated  land  for  an  N'ko  school 
behind  the  BICIGUI  Bank  near  the  center  of  town  and 
commissioned  the  architectural  drawings  for  a  building  that 
will  house  six  classrooms,  a  library/reading  room,  and  offices 
for  the  Kankan  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO. ''^  The  patron  for  N'ko  in 
Kankan,  Al-Hajj  Sidafa  Sano,  has  promised  to  build  a  school 
and  has  already  deposited  bricks  for  the  school's  construction 
at  the  site.''^  Many  people  hope  that  Kankan  can  restore  its 
reputation  for  literacy  in  N'ko  after  this  school  is 
constructed.^^  Two  other  properties  have  been  given  to  the 
Kankan  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  for  the  purpose  of  building  an  N'ko 
school.  Action  has  not  been  taken  on  these  parcels  of  land 
due  to  a  lack  of  funds. ''^   A  building  was  been  built  for  the 


"interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''^Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

"interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

"in  interview  29,  May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  informant 
described  the  events  leading  to  the  construction  of  the  new 
school.  I  have  walked  the  land  and  seen  the  architectural 
renderings.  The  parcel  of  land  lies  behind  the  branch  of  the 
Banque  Internationale  pour  le  Commerce  et  1' Industrie  de  la 
Guinee  (BICIGUI)  in  Kankan. 

^Group  interview  47,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^he  informant  who  considers  himself  a  patron  stated  that 
in  1986  he  gave  a  piece  of  property  to  build  an  N'ko  school. 
However,  there  has  been  no  money  available  to  build  a  building 
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school  at  the  Senkefra  quarter  in  1990  at  the  expense  of  its 
three  teachers.  The  school  is  currently  operating  at  a 
beginning  level  with  a  student  population  of  98''^  (see  Appendix 
D-7).^°  In  1990  the  school  at  Timbo  quarter  began  to  use  a 
building  for  its  classes. ^^  The  classroom  has  been  donated  by 
a  property  owner  who  does  not  know  N'ko  himself  but  is  a 
patron  because  he  loves  his  maternal  language.  ^^  Another 
benefactor  has  bought  the  benches  for  the  classroom  and  also 
pays  the  N'ko  teacher  for  his  services.  ^^  N'ko  education 
continues  in  the  teachers'  compound  at  the  schools  in  the 
Meteo  quarter  and  in  the  Salananin  quarter.^  Teaching  also 
takes  place  in  the  market  where  merchants  who  use  N'ko  for 
their  businesses  teach  fellow  merchants  their  skills. ^^ 


at  this  site.   Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

'"'Group  interview  24,  April  12,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^°Appendix  D-7  is  a  partial  class  roll  of  students 
learning  N'ko  for  the  spring  of  1993. 

^"■interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^Interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^^The  informant  explained  that,  as  a  patron,  he 
contributes  to  N'ko  education  because  he  earns  a  good  living 
through  the  Mande  healing  arts  and  medicines  for  which  he  uses 
N'ko.   Interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^Interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview 
22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan.  I  visited  the  school  at  Meteo 
several  times. 

^^I  witnessed  this  in  the  food  market  at  Dibida  among  the 
merchants  who  sold  dry  goods,  pots  and  pans,  and  eating 
utensils.  One  could  always  identify  a  store  where  the 
merchant  used  N'ko  because  he  or  she  displayed  an  N'ko 
calendar. 
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Maninka-speaking  coinmunities  in  each  of  Guinea's 
prefectures  teach  N'ko.^^  In  the  primarily  Maninka-speaking 
Bate  and  Haute-Guinee,  schools  continue  in  the  villages  of 
Bate  Nafadji,  Koumban,  Balandou,  and  the  cities  of  Faranah  and 
Kissidougou.^''  Schools  have  been  added  to  the  village  of 
Forecariah  and  the  cities  of  Siguiri  and  Kouroussa.^  In  the 
village  of  Karif amoriah,  a  notable  gave  the  N'ko  teachers  a 
building  to  use  as  a  school.  However,  the  building  is 
currently  being  renovated  and  the  school  has  returned  to  the 
teacher's  compound. ^^  In  Bankalan,  the  local  village 
administrator,  the  Douti,  had  a  building  constructed  for  the 
N'ko  school  in  1989.^°  The  Bankalan  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  has 
its  office  in  the  district  office  building.   There  are  two 


^^In  interview  23,  April  11,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the 
informant  said  that  everyone  in  Guinea  is  learning  N'ko  today. 
He  said  that  people  are  learning  it  from  here  to  Burkina  Faso. 
In  interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  president  of 
the  non-governmental  organization,  ICRA-N'KO  national  level 
bureau  concurred  with  this  statement  as  does  the  official 
communications  from  the  ICRA-N'KO  Executive  Board.  Aside  from 
many  ICRA-N'KO  schools  I  visited  in  the  prefectures  found  in 
Haute-Guinee,  I  have  met  members  of  ICRA-N'KO  from  N'Zerekore, 
Macenta,  Beyla,  Gueckedou,  Kissidougou,  Faranah,  Conakry  I, 
Conakry  II,  and  Conakry  III,  which  amounts  to  about  one-half 
Guinea's  prefectures. 

^''interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  29, 
May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan;  group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in 
Kankan;  and  interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^Interview  29,  May  3,  1993,  in  Kankan;  and  interview  49, 
June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^''interview  25,  April  13,  1993,  in  Karif  amoriah. 

''^Interview  37,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan. 
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types  of  schools  there  now — Quranic  and  N'ko.  Since  children 
can  be  literate  in  N'ko  in  four  months,  the  local  authorities 
believe  that  N'ko  instruction  costs  less  and  is  fast  and  easy. 
Since  the  school's  construction,  it  has  produced  sixty-three 
students,  two  of  whom  are  girls. ^''  In  the  village  of  Gbeleman, 
the  patron  for  N'ko,  together  with  the  students,  constructed 
a  school  in  1991.'^  The  students  asked  for  the  school,  and 
their  participation  in  building  it  was  their  contribution  to 
the  community.  Classes  are  taught  at  night.  The  two 
classrooms  are  full  and  include  Gbeleman  students  plus  two 
students  from  the  village  of  Sanakodo  and  one  from  Makono. 
Currently  there  are  sixty  students,  twenty-eight  girls  and 
thirty-two  boys,  and  there  is  a  waiting  list  of  218  persons: 
eighty-seven  women,  fifty-six  girls,  fifty-two  boys,  and 
twenty  men.'^  The  Kankan  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  helped  the  school 
by  sending  it  a  teacher  and  four  boxes  of  chalk. ^^ 


'''Group  interview  36,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan;  in 
interview  38,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan,  the  informant  stated 
that  he  was  the  patron  of  the  school  and  paid  its  out  of 
pocket  expenses  for  kerosene  for  the  lanterns. 

'^Group  interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman. 

'^Group  interview  36,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan. 

'^The  Gbeleman  informants  stated  that  the  students 
contribute  to  the  teacher's  income  by  supplying  labor  for  a 
wheat  and  a  groundnut  field  and  bringing  him  a  bundle  of 
firewood  per  week.  Group  interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in 
Gbeleman.  In  interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  the  informant,  also 
one  patron  for  the  Timbo  quarter  school,  stated  that  he  paid 
the  teacher  in  Gbeleman  40,000  GNF  per  month  to  teach  N'ko. 
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Maninka-speaking  cominunities  are  teaching  N'ko  in  the 
primarily  Toma  (Loma)-and  Guerze  (Kpelle )-speaking  areas  of 
Macenta  and  N' Zerekore.'^  The  schools  in  Guinee  Forestiere 
continue  in  the  cities  of  Macenta  and  N'Zerekore  and  have  been 
added  in  Gueckedou.  In  Macenta  there  is  one  teaching  center 
where  they  teach  at  night.  There  are  two  teachers  and 
seventy-two  students  among  whom  is  but  one  woman.  All  the 
students  are  Mande  speakers  except  for  one  Pular  speaker. 
There  are  also  300  students  studying  N'ko  in  schools  located 
in  the  surrounding  villages  of  Arien,  Kouankan,  Koyaman, 
Gbondodou  District,  Gbendekala,  and  Seredou.'^  At  N'Zerekore, 
the  local  authorities  encourage  N'ko,  but  there  is  no 
building.  N'ko  classes  are  held  from  5  to  7  p.m.  in  the 
"Sacred  Forest."  All  the  Maninka-speaking,  Mande  speakers^*" 
learn  N'ko  there. ^^  At  Gueckedou,  classes  are  taught  in  the 
compounds  of  their  teachers. ^^ 


'^Both  Guerze  (Kpelle)and  Toma  (Loma)  are  the  dominant 
Mande  languages  in  the  region,  but  Maninka  is  the  lingua 
franca  for  the  region. 

'^In  group  interview  67,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  one 
informant  was  from  the  Macenta  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO. 

^''while  Guerze  (Kpelle)  and  Toma  (Loma)  first  language 
speakers  dominate  the  region,  Mande  speakers  from  Haute-Guin^e 
whose  first  language  is  Maninka  live  in  the  towns. 

'^In  group  interview  67,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  one 
informant  was  from  the  N'Zerekore  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO.  In 
group  interview  24,  April  12,  1993,  and  interview  29,  May  3, 
1993,  in  Kankan,  both  informants  confirm  N'ko  education  in 
N'Zerekore. 

'^One  informant  stated  that  when  he  was  in  Gueckedou  he 
joined  the  fifteen  people,  young  and  old,  who  were  traders, 
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The  Conakry  branch  of  ICRA-N'KO  supports  three  schools  in 
the  capital.  N'ko  classes  are  being  taught  after  school  hours 
at  the  school  in  the  Gbessia  quarter. '^°°  Classes  are  also 
being  taught  at  the  Matoto  Market  in  a  warehouse.  In  1992 
there  were  eighty-nine  students,  seventy  of  whom  were  male 
ages  nine  to  sixty  and  nineteen  of  whom  were  female,  ages 
eighteen  to  forty. ''°'^  While  the  Conakry  local  branch  is  behind 
the  branches  in  the  interior  with  regard  to  schools,  it  has 
aided  the  executive  branch  in  the  organization  and  promotion 
of  the  alphabet. ^°2 

N'ko  is  being  taught  in  schools  across  West  Africa. """^  At 
the  Institut  Islamique  Djoliba,  Bamako,  Mali,  N'ko  has  been 
a  part  of  the  curriculum  in  this  madrasa  for  approximately 
five  years. '^°^  Schools  in  the  Abobo,  Treichville,  and  Koumassi 


sellers  of  auto  parts,  tailors,  masons,  and  woodcutters.  He 
said  that  there  were  no  women  in  group  interview  24,  April  12, 
1993,  in  Kankan;  In  interview  29,  May  3,  1993,  the  informant 
confirms  seeing  N'ko  taught  in  Gueckedou. 

""^he  informant  told  me  that  she  was  the  teacher  at  this 
school  and  invited  me  to  visit  classes  and  interview  her 
students.  Interview  63,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In 
interview  65,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  female  student 
explained  that  she  packed  up  her  business  at  the  Madina  Market 
early  each  day  to  come  to  classes  at  this  school. 

''°'' Interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  interview 
71,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  I  went  to  the  school  at  the 
Matoto  Market  and  spoke  with  both  N'ko  teachers  and  students. 

''"^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

''°^I  have  spoken  with  members  of  ICRA-N'KO  form  Guinea, 
Mali,  Cote  d'lvoire,  Liberia,  and  Sierra  Leone. 

^"'^The  school  principal  and  teachers  discussed  N'ko 
education  at  the  school.    Interview  30,  May  4,  1993,  in 
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quarters  of  Abidjan,  Cote  d'lvoire,  teach  the  alphabet  to 
adults  and  children  together  side  by  side.""^^  The  imam  at  the 
Central  Mosque  at  Monrovia,  Liberia,  supported  a  school  from 
1987  until  the  civil  war  drove  him  to  seek  refuge  with  family 
members  in  Kankan.""^  Before  he  left,  N'ko  was  taught  each  day 
between  the  4  p.m.  and  6  p.m.  prayers,  where  he  remembered 
some  fifty-seven  people''"''  learning  N'ko.  Another  school  was 
started  at  the  mosque  in  West  Point  and  there  was  a  school  at 
Kakata,  inland  from  Monrovia.  Mande  speakers,  including 
Vayinka,  Bonin,  and  Kaniyaka,  learned  N'ko  at  these  schools. 
Many  of  these  teachers  are  now  teaching  in  Abidjan^°^  Many 
informants  reported  seeing  schools  from  Senegal  to  Nigeria. 
Malian,  Ivoirian,  Gambian,  Senegalese,  Burkinabe,  and  Sierra 
Leonean  students  were  observed  studying  N'ko  with  Souleymane 
Kante  at  Missira  [sic].''"''   The  school  in  Lagos,  Nigeria,  is 


Bamako,  Mali. 

^°^School  visits  and  discussions  with  students  August  14- 
15,  1994,  Abidjan,  Cote  d'lvoire. 

^°^The  informant  who  had  been  the  imam  at  the  Central 
Mosque  at  Monrovia  had  also  been  the  principal  of  the  school 
in  which  informant  22  was  a  teacher  and  informant  50  was  a 
student.  Group  interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''"^Speaking  as  the  principal  of  the  school,  the  informant 
remembered  this  as  the  number  of  students  enrolled.  Group 
interview  33,  1993,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

''"^Group  interview  33,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

^"^Missira  is  the  name  of  a  quarter  in  Kankan.  However, 
since  the  informant  spent  most  of  his  life  in  Liberia,  it 
would  make  more  sense  for  the  informant  to  have  seen  these 
students  studying  at  Misila,  a  small  township  in  the  Gawula 
chief dom  of  Cape  Mount  County,  Liberia.  Interview  33,  May  8, 
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reported  to  have  been  begun  in  the  1960s  for  Mande  speakers  in 
the  Lagos  market.  ^^° 

A  new  organization  entered  the  arena  promoting  literacy 
in  N'ko  in  1994,  Adopting  the  name  of  the  1946  mutual-aid 
association,  the  Union  Mande  has  become  another  organization 
"founded  to  promote  awareness  and  appreciation  of  Mande 
history  and  culture  among  youth  of  the  Mande  world,  in  order 
to  preserve  it  for  future  generations,"''''''  This  group 
advertises  the  alphabet,  encourages  Mande  speakers  to  learn 
it,  and  provides  someone  from  within  their  membership  to  teach 
the  alphabet.''''^  They  have  promoted  N'ko  in  the  Belentigui,  a 
new  Mande  cultural  magazine  that  they  began  publishing  in  June 

With  the  help  of  N'ko's  inventor,  the  national  and  local 
levels  of  ICRA-N'KO  formulated  a  plan  of  action  from  1986 


1993,  in  Kankan. 


"°Both  informants  described  how  members  of  their  families 
set  up  schools  in  Lagos.  Group  interview  84,  August  15,  1994, 
in  Abidjan, 

■''''' Conrad,  "MANS A  Newsletter,"  p,  4. 

''^^Explained  to  me  in  a  formal  presentation  at  a  meeting 
with  the  executive  board  of  the  Union  Manden  on  July  22,  1994, 
in  Conakry. 

"^In  the  Belentigui ,  Magazine  culturel  manding,  no.  01, 
juin  1994,  the  title  is  written  in  N'ko  below  it;  page  8  is 
devoted  to  literacy  and  the  "Programme  d' Action  de  1' ICRA- 
N'KO,"  and  page  9  provides  a  handwritten  chart  of  the  N'ko 
alphabet  presented  by  one  of  my  informants.  Other  cultural 
subjects  in  this  issue  include  the  story  of  Kankou  Moussa, 
Mande  proverbs,  and  modern  social  issues.  See  Appendix  D-12 
for  a  copy  of  the  front  page  displaying  the  N'ko  transcription 
of  the  title. 
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until  1987.  At  the  organizational  level,  ICRA-N'KO  organized 
a  symposium  on  N'ko  to  educate  the  government  and  the  people 
to  be  held  one  year  after  Souleymane  Kante's  death.  Together 
with  the  government  of  the  Second  Republic,  the  organization 
elevated  itself  to  a  position  as  a  non-governmental 
organization  in  1991.  It  has  worked  with  publishers  and 
publishing  houses  in  Cairo  who  have  been  engaged  in  publishing 
the  works  of  Souleymane  Kante.  As  individuals,  many  ICRA-N'KO 
members  are  members  of  the  new  Union  Manden. ''"''•  While 
successful  at  these  intellectual  levels,  ICRA-N'KO  has  not 
been  successful  in  attracting  financial  support.  The 
organization  meets  its  internal  financial  needs  by  holding 
meetings  in  buildings  owned  by  its  members,  by  financing  the 
organization's  supplies  as  out  of  pocket  expenses  from  its 
officer's  personal  incomes,  and  by  having  the  officers  work 
without  salaries  and  pay  their  own  travel  expenses. ^^^  To 
earn  income,  the  organization  has  sold  membership  cards  for 
1,000  GNF  (approximately  $1).  This  has  produced  a  meager 


^^^I  met  many  friends  who  are  ICRA-N'KO  members  at  the 
July  1994  meeting  with  the  executive  board  of  the  Union  Manden 
in  Conakry.  The  informant  in  interview  63,  July  14,  1993, 
Conakry,  teaches  N'ko  for  ICRA-N'KO,  and  she  also  teaches  it 
for  the  Union  Manden. 

''"'^In  interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant  explained  that  he  had  spent  six  months  traveling 
throughout  the  interior  of  Guinea  and  Cote  d'lvoire  promoting 
literacy  in  N'ko. 
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income  at  best,  because  most  people  are  so  poor  that  they 
cannot  afford  the  price  of  membership.''''^ 

At    the    instructional    level,     ICRA-N'KO    sent 
representatives  to  villages  throughout  Guinea  in  late  1987. 
ICRA-N'KO   drew   from   the   cadre   of   N'ko   literate  Mande 
intellectuals  that  had  been  created  during  the  diffusion 
phase.   The  representatives  introduced  N'ko  to  Mande  speakers 
throughout  the  country.    N'ko  teachers  began  teaching  the 
alphabet  in  communities  small  enough  to  make  statistical 
compilation  manageable.  ICRA-N'KO  established  branches  in  each 
prefecture.    Since  the  ICRA-N'KO  Executive  Branch  has  no 
financial  support,  it  has  only  been  able  to  contribute  moral 
support  to  its  branches  and  its  teachers.    It  has  sent 
branches  and  their  members  letters  of  encouragement  and 
recognition.   The  ICRA-N'KO  Prefectoral  Branches  have  also 
been  limited  to  moral  support.   Because  their  mission  has  been 
to  inculcate  N'ko  in  the  Mande-speaking  community,  ICRA-N'KO 
has  rejected  the  idea  of  charging  students.   Teachers  have 
received  gifts  of  goods  or  services  from  students'  families. 
In  the  last  five  years,  however,   the  financial  realities 
imposed  by  the  building  of  a  centralized  school  have  dictated 
that  schools  charge  their  students  a  nominal  fee.'''''' 


''"''^Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

^''''in  group  interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman,  the 
informants  indicated  that  the  students  "paid"  the  teacher  by 
supplying  one  bundle  of  wood  per  week  and  one  day's  work  per 
week  in  the  teacher's  wheat  and  groundnut  field  (given  to  him 
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Currently,  ICRA-N'KO  has  been  officially  designated  by 
the  government  as  the  promoter  of  the  N'ko  literacy  campaign 
among  Mande  speakers.  Responsibility  for  the  literacy  campaign 
has  devolved  from  individuals  to  this  organization  after  four 
decades  characterized  by  an  absence  of  political  or 
institutional  support.  A  literacy  campaign  features  goals, 
mobilization  through  some  governmental  or  institutional 
organization,  a  source  of  motivation  such  as  a  charismatic 
figure,  and  materials."^  Some  would  argue  that  prior  to  1990 
there  has  been  no  N'ko  literacy  campaign  because  the  promotion 
of  the  N'ko  alphabet  has  not  been  supported  by  the 
government.''''^  Even  the  acceptance  of  N'ko  literacy  statistics 
by  the  Third  Republic  since  1990  does  not  qualify  it  as  a 
literacy  campaign  because  it  lacks  systemization  and  a 


by  the  community),  the  patron  paid  the  expenses  of  the  school 
such  as  chalk  and  kerosene  for  the  lamps,  and  the  school 
charged  500  GNF  ($.50)  for  instruction.  In  interview  56, 
June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  patron  of  the  school  in  Timbo 
quarter  stated  that  a  benefactor  donated  the  space  for  the 
classroom,  that  he,  as  patron,  supplied  furniture  and 
teacher's  salary,  but  that  the  school  charged  500  GNF  ($.50) 
for  instruction.  In  interview  65,  July  15,  1995,  in  Conakry, 
the  informant,  a  student  at  the  ICRA-N'KO  supported  school  at 
Gbessia,  reported  that  she  paid  a  2,000  GNF  ($2.00)  fee  to 
begin  instruction  and  3,000  GNF  ($3.00)  per  month  to  learn  the 
alphabet. 

''''^Robert  F.  Amove  and  Harvey  J.  Graff,  eds .  National 
Literacy  Campaigns:  Historical  and  Comparative  Perspectives, 
(New  York:   Plenum  Press,  1987),  pp.  3-20. 

''''ibid.,    p.  3. 
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specific  time  frame. ^^°  Nevertheless,  N'ko  is  the  object  of 
a  wide-spread  grassroots  literacy  movement. 

N^ko  Literacy — Grassroots  Movement 
H.S.  Bhola  defines  a  literacy  campaign  as  "a  mass 
approach  that  seeks  to  make  all  adult  men  and  women  in  a 
nation  literate  within  a  particular  frame.  Literacy  is  seen 
as  a  means  to  a  comprehensive  set  of  ends — economic,  social- 
structural,  and  political."  Continuing,  Bhola  stated  that  "a 
campaign  suggests  urgency  and  combativeness;  it  is  in  the 
nature  of  an  expectation;  it  is  something  of  a  crusade."  He 
contrasted  the  campaign  to  the  "Literacy  program,"  which  even 
though  planned,  systematic,  and  designed  objectives,  may  lack 
both  urgency  and  passionate  fervor.  "^^^ 

The  historic  model  of  a  literacy  movement/campaign  can  be 
dated  back  to  sixteenth-century  Europe.  The  goal  of  literacy 
campaigns  has  not  been  the  acquisition  of  reading  and  writing, 
but  the  use  of  reading  and  writing  as  a  means  of  social 
control. ''^^  However,  there  is  always  a  tension  created  between 
the  use  of  literacy  for  achieving  the  collective  goals  of 
social  control  and  the  use  of  literacy  for  achieving 
individual  goals. ^^^    The  mobilization  of  historic  literacy 


""^^Arnove  and  Graff,  p.  3. 


^^^Ibid.,    p.  3. 

^22jjbid.  ,  p.  7. 
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'Ibid.,    p.  7. 


278 
campaigns  have  depended  upon  governmental  or  religious 
leadership  for  the  dissemination  of  literacy.  ^^^  For  the 
sixteenth-century  Protestant  Reformation,  the  goal  was  a 
social  order  based  on  religious  precepts  and  mobilization  was 
decentralized  within  the  religious  community.  For  the  state, 
the  goal  has  been  a  centralized  approach  to  the  creation  of  a 
specific  social  order  envisioned  by  the  elites  in  power.  The 
first  recognized  literacy  campaign  took  place  in  seventeenth- 
century  Scotland. ^^^  These  early  literacy  movements  have  taken 
as  long  as  two  hundred  years  to  complete.  Twentieth-century 
literacy  campaigns,  on  the  other  hand,  use  a  centralized, 
compulsory  mass  approach  to  literacy  that  attempts  to  achieve 
literacy  in  a  particular  time  frame  in  the  context  of  a 
particular  space. ''^^ 

Grassroots  literacy  movements  have  emerged  as  a  reaction 
against  compulsory  literacy  and  education.  In  Scotland, 
private,  illegal  schools  provided  a  parallel  educational 
system  to  public,  state-sponsored  religious  schools  .  In  pre- 
1917  Russia,  peasants  set  up  their  own  informal  village 
schools  which  later  became  a  part  of  the  formal  school 
setting. ^^''  The  N'ko  literacy  movement  is  a  grassroots  effort 


''^''Arnove  and  Graff,  pp.  10-14. 


'Ibid.  ,  p.  10 


125- 

^26jjbid.  ,  p.  3 

^^^Ibid.,    p.  13 
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that  has  emerged  as  a  reaction  against  compulsory  literacy  and 
education  in  a  foreign  language  by  a  foreign  culture. 

There  are  dynamics  that  makes  N'ko  different  from  the 
other  grassroots  movements.  The  goal  of  N'ko  literacy  is 
commensurate  with  the  goals  of  other  literacy  campaigns  in 
that  literacy  itself  is  not  the  ultimate  goal,  but  a  part  of 
the  process  in  achieving  a  specified  goal.  One  goal  of  N'ko 
literacy,  the  formation  of  a  national  character,  was  also  a 
goal  in  the  nineteenth-century  United  States. ^^^  N'ko  literacy 
differs  from  Amove  and  Graff's  model  of  literacy  because  the 
alphabet  is  an  indigenous  African  creation,  not  an 
international  writing  system.  The  N'ko  literacy  campaign 
also  differs  from  their  model  because  he  mobilization  towards 
literacy  being  used  focuses  on  individual  liberation. 
Learning  literacy  in  N'ko  is  voluntary,  providing  access  to  a 
wide  variety  of  knowledge  of  interest  to  its  readers. 
Although  the  N'ko  literacy  campaign  began  in  the  twentieth 
century,  its  decentralized  nature  has  forced  it  to  follow  the 
pattern  of  a  nineteenth-century  literacy  movement.  The  change 
to  a  centralized  effort  in  1987  is  an  attempt  to  focus  on 
reducing  the  amount  of  time  necessary  to  recruit  converts  to 
literacy.  However,  unlike  the  twentieth-century  literacy 
movements  whose  campaigns  are  contained  within  the  boundaries 
of  a  state,  the  N'ko  literacy  campaign  extends  beyond  the 


^Arnove  and  Graff,  pp.  6-7 
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borders  of  one  state  because  all  Mande  speakers  are  not 
contained  within  the  same  national  borders. 

The  promoters  of  N'ko  have  asserted  that  the  desire  to 
learn  N'ko  stems  from  cultural  nationalism.  Many  of  the  other 
culturally  nationalistic  literacy  campaigns  of  the  nineteenth 
and  twentieth  centuries  have  emphasized  the  importance  of  a 
cosmopolitan  alphabet — Roman,  Cyrillic,  and  Arabic.  The 
Rumanian  literacy  campaign  itself  was  a  campaign  to  change 
alphabets,  from  the  Cyrillic  to  the  Roman,  which  would  connect 
the  Rumanians  more  tightly  to  the  romance  language-speaking 
world. ^^'  On  the  African  continent,  much  the  same  is  true.  In 
Tanzania,  literacy  in  Swahili  was  in  the  Arabic  script  prior 
to  British  colonial  rule.  Post  colonial  literacy  campaigns 
have  promoted  writing  Swahili  in  the  Roman  alphabet. ^^° 

An  African  grassroots  campaign  similar  to  that  of  the 
N'ko  campaign  is  the  Vai  literacy  campaign.  The  similarities 
include  an  indigenous  alphabet,  a  population  that  exists 
across  international  borders  (Liberia  and  Sierra  Leone), 
learning  as  a  voluntary  act,  and  a  grassroots  mobilization. 
The  Vai  syllabary  was  invented  in  1833  by  Momolu  Duwalu 
Bukele.''^^   Its  lack  of  political  and  institutional  support  has 


"•^^Anderson,  pp.  71-72. 

^^°For  a  discussion  of  the  literacy  campaign  in  Tanzania 
see  Jeff  Unsicker,  "Tanzania's  Literacy  Campaign  in 
Historical-Structural  Perspective,"  in  Amove  and  Graff, 
pp. 219-244. 

^■'^David  Dalby,  "A  survey  of  the  Indigenous  Scripts  of 
Liberia  and  Sierra  Leone:    Vai,  Mande,  Loma,  Kpelle,  and 
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not  deterred  Vai  speakers  from  learning  the  script  through 
individual  initiative.  Young  Vai  speakers  learn  the  Vai 
syllabary  and  then  teach  it  to  others.  While  the  Vai  and  the 
N'ko  literacy  campaigns  have  depended  upon  individual 
initiative,  they  differ  because  the  Vai  script  has  been  used 
principally  for  private  correspondence  and  private 
documents. ^^^  Many  Vai  speakers  keep  a  diary,  the  "Vai  Book," 
which  is  not  intended  for  general  distribution.''^-^  By 
contrast,  a  large  body  of  cultural  and  scientific  works  have 
been  translated  into  the  N'ko  alphabet  so  that  those  who  are 
literate  in  N'ko  can  read,  copy,  and  disseminate  them.  For 
the  Vai,  the  campaign  has  not  moved  beyond  individual 
initiative;  there  is  no  social  movement  responsible  for 
promoting  Vai  literacy. 

The  Afrikaans  literacy  campaign,  like  that  for  N'ko,  was 
fueled  by  cultural  nationalism.  Afrikaans  is  an  indigenously 
formed  language  in  South  Africa.  Middle  class  intellectuals — 
such  as  teachers,  religious  leaders,  and  journalists — 
standardized  the  vernacular  language  in  the  Roman  alphabet  and 
then  manipulated  it  to  create  a  literature.  They  then  used 
this  language  and  literacy,  combined  with  memories  of  a 
heroic/historic  past,  to  shape  Afrikaner  cultural  identity. 


Bassa,"  African  Language  Studies,  VIII,  1957,  p.  7. 

^^^David  Dalby,  p.  12;  Sylvia  Scribner  and  Michael  Cole, 
The  Psychology  of  Literacy,  Cambridge,  MA:  Harvard  University 
Press,  1981,  p. 81. 

''^^Scribner  and  Cole,  p.  82. 
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Much  like  the  Maninka  of  Guinea,  these  intellectuals  had  no 
support  from  government  or  local  officials  during  the  early 
years  of  the  movement.  In  spite  of  the  lack  of  financial 
support,  they  were  able  to  establish  an  alternative 
educational  system  which  promoted  the  cultural  nationalism 
which  then  drove  a  very  successful  political  movement. 

Whereas  the  Afrikaners  were  utilizing  a  cultural 
nationalist  ideology  to  gain  political  dominance  in  a  single 
country,  the  Mande-speaking  community  is  a  community  devoid  of 
state  borders.  The  "imagined  community"  of  Mande  speakers  has 
pursued  N'ko  literacy  to  tap  into  Mande  cultural  power,  that 
is  "the  capacity  of  social  groups  to  convey  notions  of  actual, 
possible  and  preferable  social  beliefs  and  practices  to  their 
own  groups  and  throughout  society  as  a  whole.  "^^^  N'ko 
literacy  has  placed  direct  access  to  knowledge  in  the  hands  of 
Mande  speakers. 

Mande  Cultural  Power:  A  Personal  Choice 
Mande  speakers  have  explained  that  their  motivation  for 
being  literate  in  N'ko  is  to  improve  their  access  to  the  power 
of  cultural  knowledge.  Old  and  young  alike  have  supported  the 
alphabet  because  it  is  a  script  designed  to  write  Mande 
languages,  and  they  would  have  learned  it  for  that  reason 
alone.   Knowing  and  using  N'ko  has  validated  the  dignity  of 


"■^^ichael  W.  Apple  citing  David  Livingstone,  "Foreword," 
in  Literacy,  Schooling  and  Revolution,  Colin  Lankshear  with 
Moira  Lawler,  (New  York:   The  Falmer  Press,  1987),  p.ix. 
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Mande  speakers  by  elevating  individual  and  group  self-esteem. 
It  has  reinforced  individual  self  esteem  by  promoting  the 
acquisition  of  and  control  over  knowledge  through  literacy  in 
the  modern  world/^^  and  it  has  reinforced  the  status  of  Mande 
speakers  among  other  cultures.  Language  has  always  played  an 
important  role  in  Mande  culture. ''^^  It  is  a  part  of  culture, 
and  according  to  one  informant  without  culture  you  have 
nothing.''^''  Regardless  of  their  place  within  the  diaspora, 
Mande  speakers  have  been  able  to  communicate  with  all  other 
Mande  speakers.  ""^^  The  N'ko  alphabet  has  enabled  Mande 
speakers  to  record  their  own  thoughts,   local  practices. 


''^^One  informant  was  happy  to  control  the  information  that 
he  wrote  in  his  own  letters.  Prior  to  learning  N'ko,  he 
employed  a  scribe  to  write  for  him.  While  this  enabled  him  to 
communicate  in  writing,  there  was  always  another  party  in  the 
community  privy  to  his  "secrets."  Group  interview  25,  April 
13,  1993,  in  Karifaraoriah.  In  interview  65,  July  15,  1993,  in 
Conakry,  the  informant  expressed  a  desire  to  be  modern  and 
literate.  In  group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in  Kankan, 
one  of  the  informants  described  literacy  as  the  "power"  to 
read  and  write;  and  group  interview  24,  April  12,  1993,  in 
Kankan. 

■•^^he  importance  of  Mande  language  clearly  emerges  in  the 
Sundiata  epic. 

■■^^Interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

''^^In  interview  50,  June  21,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the 
informant  explained  that  N'ko  helped  the  Mande-speaking 
Liberians  communicate  with  their  parents  in  Francophone 
countries.  Since  American-English  speaking  Liberians  did  not 
know  French,  they  communicated  by  writing  the  Mande  language 
in  Arabic  and  then  they  wrote  the  Mande  language  in  the  Mande- 
styled  script,  N'ko.  In  group  interview  57,  June  25,  1993,  in 
Karifamoriah,  one  of  the  women  related  that  her  husband  only 
did  business  with  people  who  knew  how  to  read  and  write  N'ko. 
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histories,  and  literature  with  clarity  and  precision.''^''  They 
have  recorded  their  thoughts  in  correspondence . ''^°  They  have 
recorded  family  histories,  the  agricultural  techniques  used  by 
their  fathers,  and  their  mothers'  home  remedies.''^''  Today  in 
Kankan  a  person  can  compete  for  a  responsible  post  if  he  knows 
one  of  the  following  writing  systems:  French,  Arabic,  or 
N  '  ko .  ^^2 

Mande  speakers  have  expressed  the  desire  to  regain 
control  of  all  forms  of  knowledge  through  Mande  languages. 
The  N'ko  alphabet  has  provided  a  conduit  for  the  acquisition 
of  both  indigenous  and  foreign  knowledge.  Many  Mande  speakers 
have  wanted  to  command  religious  knowledge.  While  the 
methodology  by  which  Arabic  texts  were  memorized  promoted 
participation  in  the  liturgy,  it  thwarted  the  acquisition  of 
knowledge  by  obscuring  the  understanding  of  the  texts  that 


In  interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant  said  that  he  wrote  stories  by  transcribing  the  Mande 
language  into  Arabic  script.  He  expressed  his  frustration 
over  the  inability  to  command  a  second  language  like  a  first 
language.  He  felt  that  his  transcriptions  were  never  quite 
right.  He  vowed  that  N'ko  gave  him  freedom  of  expression.  In 
group  interview  25,  April  13,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah,  one 
informant  explained  how  excited  about  the  N'ko  alphabet  Taliby 
Kaba  the  elder  had  become  and  that  he  promoted  it  because  he 
had  had  trouble  using  the  Arabic  script  to  transcribe  his 
poems . 

''^°A11  informants  have  said  that  they  use  N'ko  to 
communicate  with  family  and  friends  or  with  business 
associates. 

'"^''Group  interview  36,  May  13,  1993,  in  Bankalan. 

''^One  of  the  informants  in  group  interview  24,  April  12, 
1993,  in  Kankan,  related  that  he  was  the  Chef  de  Quartier  for 
Senkefra  and  that  he  does  all  of  his  written  work  in  N'ko. 


285 
were  memorized.  Many  old  men  had  to  be  tutored  by  younger  men 
to  "remember"  the  words  that  they  had  only  known  by  rote 
memory J^^  Women,  who  never  received  more  than  the  words  of 
the  prayers  in  Quranic  school,  were  denied  access  to  religious 
knowledge. ''^^  Both  Arabic-speaking  and  non-Arabic- 
speaking  Mande  speakers  have  preferred  to  read  the  Quran  in 
the  Mande  languages. 

Other  forms  of  knowledge  are  also  important  to  Mande 
speakers.  Many  women  have  regarded  N'ko  as  the  ticket  to  an 
education.  Since  Mande  society  still  requires  women  to  marry 
at  puberty,  many  women,  especially  those  in  the  rural  areas, 
have  been  denied  an  education  beyond  a  very  rudimentary  level . 
By  commanding  the  alphabet,  women  then  can  learn  history, 
literature,  science  or  medicine  because  they  can  read  the 
books  translated  by  Souleymane  Kante.""^^   Educated  women  have 


"■^^Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

''^^In  interview  63,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the 
informant  stated  that  Quranic  school  did  not  allow  her  to 
control  much  Islamic  knowledge;  in  interview  65,  July  15, 
1993,  in  Conakry  the  informant  stated  that  she  could  better 
understand  Islam  and  apply  its  rules;  in  group  interview  57, 
June  25,  1993,  the  women  interviewed  related  that  one  of  their 
motivations  to  learn  N'ko  was  to  understand  Islam  better;  in 
group  interview  41,  May  12,  1993,  in  Gbeleman,  the  female 
students  expressed  the  desire  to  understand  Islam;  and  in 
group  interview  67,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry,  one  informant 
reported  that  many  women  were  learning  N'ko  from  their 
husbands  so  that  they  could  understand  Islam. 

^^^The  informant  was  excited  to  continue  her  studies 
through  reading  the  texts  translated  into  N'ko.  She  related 
that  while  she  liked  school,  she  had  been  forced  to  leave 
school  when  she  married.  She  explained  that  girls  go  to 
elementary  school,  Quranic  or  public,  but  at  puberty  they  are 
married  without  regard  for  their  education.   But  with  N'ko,  a 
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been  an  asset  because,  as  business  partners  with  their 
husbands''^  or  as  businesswomen  themselves,''^''  they  can  improve 
the  family's  standard  of  living,  and  as  mothers,  they  can  set 
a  literate  example  for  their  children.  ""^^  For  people  who  are 
interested  in  practicing  the  Mande  healing  arts,  N'ko  has 
been  the  only  avenue  to  acguire  that  specific  knowledge.  This 
is  thanks  to  Souleymane  Kante  who  during  his  travels 
throughout  the  Mande  diaspora  compiled  the  treatments  and 
medicines  used  by  all  of  the  famous  Mande  healers.  As  noted 


woman  can  continue  to  learn  after  she  moves  into  her  husband's 
house.  Interview  63,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry.  In  interview 
31,  May  8,  1993,  the  female  informant  stated  that  many  of  the 
women,  who  are  married  to  men  literate  in  N'ko,  learn  the 
alphabet  from  their  husbands.  In  interview  57,  June  25,  1993, 
in  Karifamoriah,  one  of  the  women  stated  that  she  is  now 
teaching  her  family  members  N'ko;  and  in  interview  65,  July 
15,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the  woman  informant  stated  that  her 
husband  finances  her  schooling  so  that  she  can  teach  him  and 
the  children  at  home. 

''^^In  interview  49,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan,  the 
informant  explained  that  he  taught  all  his  wives  N'ko  because 
they  help  him  in  his  medical  practice.  One  of  his  three  wives 
keeps  his  office  open  in  Abidjan  while  he  is  not  there.  She 
communicates  with  him  in  N'ko.  In  group  interview  57,  June  25, 
1993,  in  Karifamoriah,  one  of  the  women  related  that  she  used 
N'ko  to  correspond  with  her  husband  when  he  traveled  on 
business. 

''^''in  group  interview  57,  June  25,  1993,  in  Karifamoriah, 
all  the  women  run  their  own  businesses.  In  interview  63,  July 
14,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  informant  holds  a  high  position  in 
urban  government.  In  interview  65,  July  15,  1993,  in  Conakry, 
the  woman  informant  is  a  merchant  in  the  Madina  market.  In 
interview  71,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry,  the  women  were 
merchants  in  the  Matoto  market. 

""^Interview  63,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry;  and  interview 
31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
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earlier  he  transcribed  this  information  into  N'ko  and 
published  for  those  who  wished  to  become  healers.  ^^' 

Infused  with  pride  in  their  cultural  identity  and 
cultural  heritage,  Mande  speakers  have  been  motivated  to 
overturn  the  consequences  of  subordination  imposed  upon  them 
first  by  foreigners  and  then  by  foreign-trained  and  foreign- 
allied  professionals.  They  have  sought  out  N'ko  literacy 
because  it  has  enabled  them  to  write  the  Mande  languages,  to 
gain  direct  access  to  knowledge,  to  expand  that  knowledge  by 
recording  indigenous  knowledge  not  yet  catalogued  and  by 
translating  new  important  information.  The  production  and 
reproduction  of  these  materials  in  the  N'ko  alphabet  has 
promulgated  Mande  language  and  values  among  the  cadre  of  N'ko 
literate  intellectuals.  N'ko  literacy  is  a  part  of  a  larger 
social  movement  by  people  who  felt  themselves  to  be  culturally 
subordinate  under  colonial  domination.  They  have  worked  to 
wrest  from  foreigners  control  over  language,  literacy  and 
education. 


"■^'interview  49,  June  20,  in  Kankan;  interview  50,  June 
21,  1993,  in  Kankan;  interview  56,  June  24,  1993,  in  Kankan; 
and  interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry,  all  the 
informants  practice  pharmacopee .  In  group  interview  45,  June 
17,  1993,  in  Kankan,  one  of  the  informants  works  with  a 
Pharmacopee  "doctor;"  in  group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993, 
in  Djankana,  one  of  the  informants  wanted  to  learn  N'ko  to 
work  in  the  Mande  healing  arts;  and  in  group  interview  24, 
April  12,  1993,  in  Kankan,  one  informant  explained  that 
pharmacopee  "doctors"  treated  certain  illnesses  not  treated  by 
doctors  at  the  hospital  and  that  the  hospital  referred 
patients  with  these  diseases  to  the  pharmacopee  "doctors." 
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Conclusion 
The  formal  dissemination  of  N'ko  began  in  Kankan  in 
1959.  The  first  teachers  were  long-distance  traders  who 
learned  N'ko  in  Abidjan  from  Souleymane  Kante  immediately 
after  its  invention  in  1949.  They  then  spread  the  alphabet  to 
their  homes  located  throughout  the  far-flung  Mande-speaking 
world.  Many  Mande  merchants  returned  to  Kankan  and  the  Bate 
region  and  began  teaching  their  immediate  families  who  in  turn 
taught  others  within  the  community.  Souleymane  Kante  and  his 
family  members  spread  the  alphabet  among  the  members  of  the 
Kante  extended  family  who  in  turn  taught  others.  These  early 
N'ko  teachers  created  a  new  cadre  of  Mande  intellectuals  who 
were  literate  in  N'ko. 

Pockets  of  N'ko  literacy  grew  from  these  scattered  nuclei 
as  the  N'ko  teachers  reproduced  themselves,  and  N'ko  literacy 
radiated  outward  from  their  homes.  The  continuing  process  of 
N'ko  education  slowly  diffused  throughout  the  Mande-speaking 
world — Kankan,  the  Bate,  the  region  of  Haute  Guinee,  other 
regions  of  Guinea,  and  in  neighboring  countries  supporting  a 
Mande-speaking  population.  Because  of  the  nature  of  its 
transmission,  it  is  not  possible  to  estimate  accurately  the 
numbers  represented  by  the  cadre  of  N'ko  literate 
intellectuals. 

In  1986,  the  ICRA-N'KO  Executive  Branch  began  a 
concentrated  effort  to  disseminate  the  alphabet.  They  drew 
upon  the  existing  cadre  of  N'ko  intellectuals  to  open  a 
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centralized  literacy  campaign  for  Mande  speakers  of  the 
nation.  Beginning  with  the  smallest  unit,  the  village,  ICRA- 
N'KO  has  begun  working  in  every  village  in  Guinea.  In  some 
villages,  the  task  begins  with  the  introduction  of  the  concept 
of  a  Mande-styled  writing  for  the  maternal  language.  In  the 
villages  where  N'ko  is  being  taught,  the  association's  task 
revolves  around  the  encouragement  of  teachers,  students,  and 
the  population  at  large,  and  the  counting  of  those  who  are 
N'ko  literate.  For  the  most  part,  ICRA-N'KO  facilitates  the 
teaching  of  the  alphabet  by  finding  teachers,  matching  them  to 
communities,  and  helping  to  supply  them  with  materials.  From 
the  teacher's  courtyard  to  the  newly  built  school  buildings, 
the  teachers  and  students  have  assumed  the  entire  burden  of 
the  cost  of  N'ko  education.  The  movement  has  succeeded  even 
though  it  does  not  conform  to  the  model  of  a  modern  literacy 
campaign,  because  it  is  truly  a  grassroots  movement. 


CHAPTER  8 
CONCLUSION 

"Vie  will   live   free  because  our  ancestors   lived  free." 
Sundiata:   An  Epic  of  Old  Mali 


At  an  earlier  time  in  their  history,  Mande  speakers 
controlled  knowledge  through  their  own  language.  Over  time, 
they  lost  that  control.  First,  many  Mande  speakers  became 
Muslims  deferring  control  over  religious  knowledge  to  Mande 
speakers  who  became  proficient  in  the  Arabic  language  and 
Arabic  script.  Many  Mande-speaking  Muslims  conquered  their 
non-Muslim  brethren  imposing  foreign  ideas  about  political 
governance.  Secondly,  all  Mande  speakers  were  relieved  of 
control  over  administrative,  political,  and  international 
economic  knowledge  by  the  foreign  intervention  of  Europeans 
who  sequestered  them  from  access  to  knowledge.  Mande  speakers 
covertly  resisted  this  intellectual  and  cultural  subordination 
which  restricted  their  access  to  knowledge  through  foreign 
languages. 

Souleymane  Kante  invented  the  N'ko  alphabet  as  an  act  of 
defiance  to  the  intellectual  and  cultural  denigration  of 
Africans  under  European  domination.  While  acknowledging  the 
necessity  of  acquiring  and  controlling  knowledge  through  the 
dominant  group's  language  and  literacy,  Kante  promoted  his 
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alphabet  as  a  way  to  reclaim  acquisition  of  and  control  over 
knowledge  in  the  maternal  language.  This  control  over 
knowledge  would  extend  beyond  the  transcription  of  Mande 
languages,  history,  literature,  customs  and  traditions,  and 
family  events.  He  translated  religious  texts  written  in 
Arabic  script  as  well  as  modern  works  of  science  and 
technology.  He  wished  to  help  Mande  speakers  to  escape  from 
European  domination.  Kante  foresaw  that  ability  of  N'ko  would 
help  Mande  speakers  to  focus  on  their  shared  cultural 
coherence,  thus  restoring  Mande  civilization  to  its  earlier 
preeminence  within  West  Africa. 

Like  Samori  Toure  who  had  resisted  the  French  incursion 
in  the  nineteenth  century  and  Sekou  Toure  who,  in  the 
twentieth  century,  demonstrated  resistance  by  orchestrating 
Guinea's  "No"  vote,  Souleymane  Kante  has  been  elevated  to  the 
level  of  a  Mande  cultural  hero  of  resistance.  In  the 
"Souleymane  Kante  Story,"  Kante  is  eulogized  for  his 
affirmation  of  Mande  culture  and  his  resistance  to  domination 
by  a  foreign  culture.  The  language  revival  and  the  cultural 
renewal  launched  under  the  First  Republic  helped  to  elevate 
him  to  a  hero  of  mythic  proportions.  Mande  intellectuals  have 
generated  a  modern  tradition  surrounding  Kante' s  intellectual 
prowess  similar  to  that  of  the  ancient  tradition  of  Sundiata. 
Like  the  Sundiata  epic,  the  Kante  story  is  also  told  in  verse, 
but  unlike  the  Sundiata  epic,  it  was  immediately  recorded  and 
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preserved  in  N'RoJ  Mande  speakers  acquiring  literacy  in  N'ko 
have  access  to  the  newly  written  tradition  of  the  invention 
story  through  the  communications  network  operated  by  those  who 
are  literate  in  N'ko. 

Souleymane  Kante  invented  the  N'ko  alphabet  and  perfected 
the  alphabet's  ability  to  transcribe  the  tonality  of  Mande 
languages.  His  obligation  to  produce  reading  materials  for  a 
predicted  vast  readership  consumed  him  and  became  his  life's 
work.  Kante  encouraged  Mande  speakers  to  learn  the  alphabet 
and  practice  it  as  their  written  communication  while  he 
translated  and  transcribed  knowledge  originally  written  in 
Arabic,  French,  and  English  and  while  he  collected  and 
transcribed  collections  of  Mande  cultural  heritage.  He  and 
other  Mande  speakers  who  saw  the  cultural  significance  of  N'ko 
disseminated  N'ko  texts  by  copying  and  recopying  them  by  hand 
and  sending  them  throughout  the  Mande  diaspora. 

A  by-product  of  the  translation  and  transcription  of  the 
Islamic  texts  was  the  unintentional  reform  of  Islam.  Unlike 
the  European  Protestant  Reformation  which  substituted  Bibles 
translated  into  the  vernacular  for  those  transcribed  in  Latin, 
Kante  designed  his  N'ko  translations  to  act  as  a  mnemonic  aid 
rather  than  as  a  substitute  for  memorizing  the  Koran  and 
saying  the  prayers  in  Arabic.  Souleymane  Kante  was  not  the 
first  to  translate  Islamic  texts  into  the  vernacular  to  aid 


''The  French  translation  of  the  "Souleymane  Kante  Story" 
is  found  in  Appendix  C. 
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Muslims'  command  of  their  religion.  His  goal  was  to  improve 
religious  understanding,  not  to  change  Islamic  catechism 
through  a  reform  movement. 

Mande  speakers  accepted  N'ko  as  a  direct  reaction  against 
what  was  perceived  as  attempts  at  deculturation,^  Under 
colonial  domination,  the  French  immediately  began  imposing 
their  own  culture  by  making  French  the  official  language — the 
language  for  administration,  economics,  and  politics.  Many 
Mande  speakers  rejected  the  imposition  of  the  French  language 
by  refusing  to  learn  it  and  by  refusing  to  send  their  children 
to  the  French  public  schools.^  However,  colonial  laws  forced 
the  issue  of  French  education  and  the  use  of  the  French 
language  to  acquire  modern  technological  and  scientific 
knowledge,  and  the  subordinate  groups  acquiesced. 

The  acceptance  and  utilization  of  N'ko  has  been  a  direct 
reaction  against  what  has  been  perceived  as  attempts  at 
deculturation  after  independence.^   Guinea's  First  Republic 


^Individuals  will  subvert  the  official  language  policy  if 
they  see  a  language  of  wider  communication  as  being  more 
appropriate  to  their  needs.  David  D.  Laitin,  Language 
Repertoires  and  State  Construction  in  Africa,  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge  University  Press,  1992),  p.  43. 

^The  refusal  to  become  literate  by  a  subordinate  group 
is  an  act  of  resistance  because  it  is  a  refusal  to  learn  the 
specific  cultural  codes  and  competencies  of  the  dominant 
group.  Paulo  Freire  &  Donaldo  Macedo,  Literacy;  Reading  the 
Word  and  the  World,  (South  Hadley,  MA:  Bergin  &  Garvey 
Publishers,  Inc.,  1987),  p.  13. 

^Macedo  (p.  118)  observes  that  the  colonizers  may  have 
been  physically  removed,  but  they  remain  culturally  in  the 
minds  of  those  who  had  become  assimilated. 
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chose  the  continued  use  of  the  French  language  and  dependence 
upon  French  to  gain  access  to  modern  knowledge — ideas, 
science,  and  technology.^  Because  French  was  already  in  place 
and  because  it  was  a  language  of  modern  international 
communication,  the  First  Republic  chose  to  continue  using 
French  as  the  official  language  for  national  level 
administration,  politics,  and  international  economics.^  The 
acceptance  and  utilization  of  N'ko  was  also  a  reaction  against 
the  implementation  of  the  government's  "National  Language 
Program. "  While  the  program  was  at  first  accepted  because  it 
promoted  literacy  and  access  to  knowledge  in  the  maternal 
language,  it  did  not  deliver  on  its  promise  to  publish 
academic  and  popular  texts  in  the  maternal  language 
transcribed  in  the  Roman  alphabet.  Eventually,  the  majority 
of  the  population  saw  the  program  as  an  attempt  by  the 
government  to  restrict  their  access  to  general  knowledge. 

While  the  acceptance  of  N'ko  was  a  rejection  of 
deculturation,  its  acceptance  was,  at  the  same  time,  an 
affirmation  of  Mande  culture.''  It  aided  in  the  restoration  of 


^Macedo  (p. 115)  warns  that  there  is  a  danger  of 
reproducing  foreign  values  when  using  a  foreign  language.  He 
says  that  "it  is  impossible  to  Africanize  through  the  medium 
that  de-Africanized." 

•Rational  leaders  of  newly  independent  African  countries 
chose  the  European  language  because  of  its  international 
status  and  its  attendant  guarantees  of  upward  mobility. 
Macedo,  p.  117. 

^According  to  Laitin  (p.  52),  people  in  the  subordinate 
group  can  mobilize  to  support  any  kind  of  movement  in  the  name 
of  language  revival. 


295 
Mande  speakers'  self-esteem.  Mande  speakers  seized  upon  the 
government's  reAf ricanization  policy  by  using  Mande  language 
and  literacy  to  introduce  a  Mande  cultural  renewal.  Knowledge 
of  the  mechanics  for  reading  and  writing  N'ko  made  possible 
literacy  in  the  spoken  Mande  languages.  Under  the 
reAf ricanization  policy,  Mande  intellectuals  used  Mande 
language  and  literacy,  Mande  culture  and  history,  and  modern 
knowledge  to  reinvent  Mande  cultural  identity,  an  identity 
that  replaced  the  colonial  myth  that  Africans  were  ignorant 
and  incapable  of  cultural  production.^  This  Mande  identity 
was  not  constrained  by  artificially  constructed  political 
borders.  Although  acknowledging  that  Mande  speakers  are 
physically  divided  by  national  borders,  the  emergent  Mande 
cultural  identity  has  reinforced  cultural  wealth  and  access  to 
a  wider  world  knowledge  for  the  imagined  community  of  Mande 
speakers  in  the  diaspora. 

Mande  intellectual  Souleymane  Kante  tried  to  exorcise 
European  cultural  domination  just  as  Sekou  Toure  had  exorcised 
European  political  domination.  Although  Sekou  Toure  rebuffed 
Kante' s  offer  of  N'ko  literacy  to  state  service,  Mande 
speakers  joined  a  wide-spread  grassroots  literacy  movement 
from  1949-1986  in  which  the  individual  initiative  by  teachers 
and  students  spread  the  alphabet  across  West  Africa.   Mande 


^The  act  of  reading  the  maternal  language  in  the  Mande- 
styled  script  fostered  lasting  results  in  literacy  retention 
because  reading  is  not  just  decoding  language  but  it  is 
intertwined  with  the  reader's  personal  knowledge  and 
experiences  in  his  world. 
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speakers  voluntarily  learned  N'ko  literacy  without  formal 
schooling  for  the  purpose  of  individual  edification,  to 
possess  knowledge  that  they  considered  important  to  them.  In 
1986,  N'ko  Guinea's  non-governmental  association  ICRA-N'KO, 
embarked  upon  an  N'ko  literacy  campaign  to  speed  up  the 
acquisition  of  N'ko  literacy  by  Mande  speakers.  ICRA-N'KO 
has  undertaken  the  leadership  role  to  culturally  re-unite 
Mande  speakers  within  the  West  African  Mande-speaking 
diaspora.  The  reinvention  of  Mande  cultural  identity  has 
allowed  Mande  speakers  to  hear  the  Mande  voice  through  the 
words  of  the  heroic/historic  past  and  the  words  of  the  modern 
present  recorded  in  the  Mande  language,  a  language  for  "all 
those  who  say  N'ko." 


APPENDIX   A 
MANDE  LANGUAGES 


According  to  Reed  F.  Stewart,  the  following  are  the  selected 
classifications  of  Mande  Languages  according  to  David  Dalby 
in  1978. "• 

Northern  Mande 

Azer 

Bambara 

Bozo 

Dyakhanka 

Dyalonka 

Dyawara 

Dyula 

Huela 

Kagoro 

Khasonka 

Kono 

Konyanka 

Kuranko 

Lele 

Ligbi 

Mandingo 

Maninke  [Maninka] 

Marka 

Mauka 

Heula 

San 

Sembla 

Sidyanka 

Soninke 

Susu 

Khasonka 

Vai 

Wasulunka 

Yalunka 


Southeastern  Mande 

Ben 

Mwa 

Tchanga 

Bisa 

Busa 

Gba 

Kwendre 

Mano 

Nwa 

Tura 

Tougan-Samogo 


Southwestern  Mande 


Gbande 

Gyo/Dan 

Guerze 

Loko 

Mende 

Toma 


Near-eastern  Mane 
Bobof ign/Sya 


"■Reed  F.  Stewart,  "Mande-speaking  Peoples  of  West 
Africa:   A  Study  of  Culture  Change  along  Language  and 
Environmental  Continua,"   Ph.D.  Dissertation,  1986,  (Ann 
Arbor,  MI:   University  Microfilm  International,  1994), 
Appendix  K,  p.  367. 
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APPENDIX  B 
INFORMANT  RELATIONSHIPS  TO  SOULEYMANE  KANTfi 


Paternal  Family 

Interview  26,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin. 
Group  interview  27,  April  26,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Kolonin, 
Group  interview  52,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 
Interview  59,  June  28,  1993,  in  Kankan. 


Maternal  Family 

Group  interview  17,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou 

Nuclear  Family 

Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
Interview  51,  June  22,  1993,  in  Djankana. 
Interview  62,  July  14,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

Extended  Family 

Interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
Group  interview  45,  June  17,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
Group  interview  47,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan. 


Friends  and  Supporters 

Interview  05,  March  3,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Interview  08,  March  8,  1993,  in  Karif amoriah. 

Group  interview  18,  April  5,  1993,  in  Balandou. 

Interview  22,  April  9,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Group  interview  28,  April  27,  1993,  in  Soumankoyin-Popoko. 

Group  interview  30,  May  4,  1993,  in  Bamako. 

Interview  32,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Interview  34,  May  10,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Interview  68,  July  17,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

298 


299 


Interview  69,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 
Interview  84,  August  15,  1994,  in  Abidjan. 


Local  Observers 

Interview  15,  March  20,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Interview  31,  May  8,  1993,  in  Kankan. 

Interview  35,  May  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 
Group  interview  46,  June  19,  1993,  in  Kankan, 

Interview  49,  1993,  June  20,  1993,  in  Kankan, 

Interview  70,  July  18,  1993,  in  Conakry. 

Interview  82,  August  10,  1994,  in  Conakry. 


APPENDIX  C 

POEM 

THE  SOULEYMANE  KANTfi  TRADITION 

Performed  by  Souleymane  Kante's  grandchildren  after 
interview  09,  March  11,  1993,  in  Kankan. 


Au  nom  de  Dieu  clement  et  misericordieu,  . . . 

Je  didie  ce  poeme  sur  I'oeuvre  de  Karamo  Solomana 

au  nom  de  tout  les  africain.  Ce  poeme  est 

intitule: <<il  y  a  2  recompences  aux  bien  faiteurs; 

la  petite  qui  est  dans  ce  monde  ici  bas  est  avec 

la  reconnaissance  et  la  grande  est  celle  de 

1' autre  monde  avec  le  paradis>>. 


1-  Kante  Solomana  1 ' inventeur  que  Dieu  a  donne  au  monde. 

2-  Prevoyant  fils  de  Oumar  que  Dieu  a  donne  a  I'Afrique. 

3-  L'intelectuel  fils  de  Djaka  que  personne  n'a  aide  a 
ecrire  sa  langue  maternelle. 

4-  Merci  au  jeune  frere  de  Mory  qui  nous  a  honore. 

5-  Le  libanais  a  dit  que  nos  langues  ne  valent  rien. 

6-  De  se  contenter  des  autres  langues  car  il  est 
impossible  de  transcrire  les  notres. 

7-  L'Afrique  avons  ete  ridiculise  parce  qu'on  n'a  pas 
d'ecriture. 

8-  Ce  defit  a  fait  que  Kante  n'a  pas  pu  dormir  la  nuit. 

9-  Cette  nuit,  fut  prise  1' initiative  de  transcrire  nos 
langues. 

10-  Le  premier  essai  a  eu  lieu  en  1944. 

11-  Le  second  en  1945. 

12-  Le  troisieme  en  1947. 

13-  Le  dernier  qui  a  eu  lieu  en  1949. 

14-  Qui  a  aboutit  a  1' invention  du  N'ko  et  a  sa  popularite. 

15-  Depuit  lors  jusqu'a  sa  mort  il  s'est  occupe  a  N'ko. 

16-  Kamal  Marwa  qui  a  lance  le  defit  a  eu  honte. 

17-  Nos  langues  sont  ecrite,  il  reste  maintenant  a  les 
apprendre. 

18-  S'il  plait  a  Dieu  nous  lutterons  jusqu'a  ce  que  nos 
langues  soient  connues. 

19-  Il  ne  salt  pas  que  rien  ne  se  fait  avant  le  jour. 

20-  Quand  ce  jour  est  arrivee,  Dieu  a  ordonne  a  Kante  pour 
notre  ccriture. 

21-  Dieu  savait  qu'on  aboutira  sur  la  realite  de  nos  nos 


300 


301 

langues . 

22-  II  a  refuse  I'or  et  1 '  argent  pour  ecrire  notre  langue. 

23-  Ni  le  sommeil  ne  I'a  empeche  a  ses  recherches. 

24-  Cat  alphabet  transcrit  toutes  les  langues  surtout 
af ricaines. 

25-  Dieu  a  donne  cet  alphabet  a  Kante  qui  a  donne  la  vue  a 
I'Afrique. 

26-  40  ans  de  lutte  centre  1 ' obscurantisme  en  Afrique. 

27-  Aucun  des  prophetes  de  Dieu  n'a  pense  au  bonheur  de  ce 
monde. 

28-  Kante  Solomana  a  pense  au  paradis  de  Dieu,  il  n'a  pas 
voulu  le  bonheur  d'ici. 

29-  Que  Dieu  lui  donne  le  paradis,  le  meuilleurs  lieu  de 
sejour . 

30-  Ses  disciples  benient  que  Dieu  lui  donne  le  paradis. 

31-  Le  koma  a  commence  le  Samedi  et  I'appelle  a  ete  repondu 
le  Lundi . 

32-  Commence  par  le  profond  sommeil  qui  a  fini  par  le  grand 
depart . 

33-  C'est  1987  que  sa  vie  a  prit  fin. 

34-  Kante  Solomana  n'est  plus,  prenons  le  courage. 

35-  Les  Fanta  ne  craignez  pas,  regarde  les  jeunes  freres. 

36-  Les  Fanta  ne  pleurez  pas,  regarde  les  fils. 

37-  Mory  Kante  abstiens  toi  c'est  la  decision  de  Dieu. 

38-  Les  etudiants  abstenez  vous  c'est  le  dernier  jour  de 
Kante. 

39-  Les  parents  abstenez  vous  c'est  le  jour  de  Dieu. 

40-  Quand  ce  jour  arrive, personne  n'a  les  moins  de  refuser 
la  mort. 

41-  Si  I'homme  pouvait,  je  n'accepterai  pas  qu'il  parte. 

42-  A  cause  de  nos  lien  et  de  la  consideration  qu'il  avait 
pour  moi. 

43-  II  m'a  aime  a  cause  de  la  religion  de  Dieu. 

44-  Merci  a  toi  Kante  Solomana  qui  a  donne  sa  fille  a  son 
eleve. 

45-  Ce  qui  fait  que  je  penserai  a  lui  jusqu'a  sa  mort. 

46-  Ma  femme  preferee  Kadia  Kante  dont  le  pere  est  le 
savant  de  I'Afrique. 

47-  Je  suis  a  ta  disposition  nuit  et  jour  a  cause  des 
recommandation  de  ton  pere. 

48-  Kandja  Mady  est  venu  vous  adresse  ses  condolcances. 

49-  Nafadji  vous  adresse  ses  condolcances  a  cause  du 
mariage  qui  vous  lie. 

50-  Les  responsables  veillez  sur  le  N'ko  a  cause  des 
efforts  de  Kante. 

51-  Veillez  sur  le  N'ko  pour  un  interct  ulterieur. 

52-  Les  etudiants  veillez  sur  le  N'ko  pour  la  cause  de 
votre  connaissance. 

53-  Aidez  nous  les  arabes  a  cause  de  la  religion  qui  est  la 
base  du  N'ko. 

54-  Aidez  nous  1' UNESCO 
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55-  Afrique!  c'est  ton  alphabet,  apprend  le. 
56- 

57-  Le  medecin  lui  a  dit  que  son  medicament  ne  poura  pas 
guerrir  sa  maladie  s'il  continue  a  ecrire. 

58-  II  lui  a  repondu  qu'il  est  arrivee  a  la  cause  de  sa 
mort . 

59-  Je  prefere  mourrir  que  de  cesser  d'ecrire. 

60-  Merci  Kante,  toi  qui  a  offer  sa  vue  a  1' Afrique. 

61-  Ton  ophtalmologue  t'a  dit  son  etonnement,  qu'il  n'a 
jamais  vu. 

62-  Parce  que  tu  as  60  ans  mais  tes  yeux  ont  I'age  de  90 
ans. 

63-  Si  tu  ne  diminues  pas  la  lecture  et  I'ecriture,  que  tu 
finiras  par  etre  aveugle. 

64-  Je  suis  d' accord  pour  etre  aveugle  pour  la  cause  de 
1 ' Afrique . 

65-  La  fin  a  ete  tel  qu'il  t'a  ete  dit,  tu  as  porte  les 
verres  lunettes. 

66-  Et  I'agravation  de  la  maladie  a  ete  suivi  par  la  mort. 

67-  Merci  Kante  Solomana  toi  qui  a  donne  ta  vie  a 
1' Afrique. 


APPENDIX  D 
SAMPLES  FROM  DOCUMENTS  WRITTEN  IN  N'KO 


1.  Title  Page  for  a  Poetry  Collection, 

by  Souleymane  Kante  written  in 

N'ko,  Arabic,  and  French  D-1 

2.  The  N'ko  Alphabet  by  Ibrahima  Kante, 

Son  of  Souleymane  Kante  [textbook]  D-2 

3.  The  N'ko  Dictionary  D-3 

4.  N'ko  History  of  the  Manding  for  4000  years  D-4 

5.  The  Guinean  Constitution  D-5 

6 .  Mande  Social  Customs  D-6 

7.  Class  Rolls  from  an  N'ko  School  D-7 

8.  Oral  Tradition  of  the  Founding  of  N'ko  D-8 

9.  Science  written  in  N'ko  D-9 

10.  Sign  inside  a  Pharmacopee  Dispensary 

Kankan,  Republic  of  Guinea 

written  in  N'ko  and  French  D-10 

11.  Poem  "Le  Capitain  de  I'Esperance  au  Bord 

du  Vaisseau  des  Elites  sur  1' Ocean 

des  Lumieres"   Written  by  Souelymane 

Kante  for  Ghana's  Independence 

Celebration  D-11 

12.  Belentigui — Mande  Cultural  Magazine  D-12 
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Title  Page  for  a  Poetry  Collection  by  Souleymane  Kante 
Written  in  N'ko,  Arabic,  and  French 


r-^:;^.n-,t!] 


Reueil  des  poesies  en  langue  N'KO, 

ContenanC  six  po^rr.es, 

pac 

Kante'  Souleyirane. 
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The  N'ko  Alphabet  by  Ibrahima  Kante 
Son  of  Souleymane  Kante 


SYLLABAIRE 

N'KO  -  FHANCAIS 

TOMEl 
PAR  :  KANTE  mHAI-IIivIA 


l^jfuLU  rr^iiiff  -  i_15 


I     l\   til  \  -^.S^  ^J^_L1} 


.f.f .  ,     '  "  * 
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The   N'ko   Dictionary 


Lg-L£iiXQg-[i5L4Y^rrflAnYmYtYUi 

■  ?mni  A^9^i< 

ftH  n>.  VrPvn  V  A  |>  Y 1  fPil  Y_nXA-i3 


'['}  imtA^  h  aII^  Yalla 


L3J 
LAJJj 


1 


■eiDLEAinio  in  i'liiizxEJs 


3±F  LOLvdajLta /OiiiJ 
naf  ^OiA  Lflf  iLm  LAyvl^LF  I 

Q3liL^Jb^'??I/dl/^_0I/s 
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Premier    dictionnaire    N'KO    constitue    de    32.500 
vocabulaires  dans  la  langue  la  plus  ".commerciale"  et  la  plus 
parlee-au  point  de  vue  nombre  de  pays-en  Afrique  de- 
rOuest. 

Langue  de  I'Empire  au  Mali  ou  Manden,  le  N'KO  est 
actuellement  compose  de  quatre  dialectes  distincts  : 
Maninka  -  Bambara  -  Djula  -  Mandenko. 

Get  ouvrage  tres  riche  et  premier  en  son  genre,  vient 
combler  une  grande  lacune  dans  un  domaine  tant  social  qu' 
indispensable  et  complexe  qu'  est  la  lancue. 
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J  iJLx/ i-»aif  jLjJczf  liXCTxJ ;  ^)Ja£X-r 

i-J  ;1*-1oim:/ iaiW>il3- Li-la  )6ici ;  LjtiilXS 
(  TflS^^  lijUxjJ  ,  LXim  .'</(•.  "lSjlS 


I  Xa_iii£-2ja3)C£fljLcr'^  : /^-ixiS-tXiLXr 
'  £iJ-S  -.ZoitJS 

<  s^vikAj  ^ .// :  ya^ 

'  ^L^XS  '."iJjXiAXJ 

,  cwcJ  tiiiit  ::uaX3;  l^JLci-iLy-  |  ^"^-^  ? 
'  ^ict^  Un^.A/:  )t±xtais 

/il<^ailUJ5r  ulxiJJLixI^:  /i£hj£j£X5 
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N'ko  History  of  the  Manding 
for  4,000  Years 


HISTOin     DES     MANDINGUES 
PENDANT  (lOQO  ANS 

(DE  -2754    AVNTJESU  JUSQU'A  1234) 
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The  Guinean  Constitution 
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Mande  Social  Customs 

figjnAzQjaAhJJ 
q3  Yfbvlja  t3  Alls  iEIF 

mF  kV\  Yana 
71X1  ^.M.l 

.MA  Yt^UTM 

r??i  /  IX  /  1: 
LLYnYA 
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Class   Rolls    for   the   N'ko   SchooJ    at    Senkefra 
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The  Oral  Tradition  of  the  Founding  of  N'ko 
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Science   Written   in   N'ko 
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Sign   inside   a   Pharmacopee   Dispensary 
Kankan,    Republic   of    Guinea 
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Poem:  "Le  Capitaine  de  I'Esperance  au  Bord  du  Vasseau 

des  Elites  sur  1' Ocean  des  Lumieres" 

Written  by  Souleymane  Kante  for 

Ghana's  Independence  Celebration 
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Mande  Cultural  Magazine 


:|g/ZPJaPil 


m?nss!SssBM!!m!Bmi!Sss:^sriTm.Q' 
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Editorial 


"En  Afrique.  un 
vieillarcl  qui  ineurt 
c'esi  une  bibliuiliiqiie 
qui  biule"  a  dit  Ama- 
dou Hnnipale'  Da. 

Le  magazine  De- 
lenlisui,  s'esi  donne 
pour  mission  d'ccriie 
une  page  de  la  culiure 
africaine  tifin  de  la 
meiire  a  iabri  dufeu. 

En  recueillani  nu- 
pids  des  vieu.t  ce  qu'ils 
savenr  pour  le  meiire  a 
la  porie'e  de  la  nouvel- 
le  etfuHire  generation, 
nous  pensons  recreer 
la  causerie  nuiour  du 
feu.  Qui  de  nos  jours, 
esi  rcmplacie  par  des 
causeries  auiour  des 
ecrans  de  television. 

En  prenuni  la  cul- 
ture madingue,  nous 
nous  OHvrons  a  tonics 
les  ioinpnsanirs  sr-cio- 
iiiliuulles  lie  Li  sous- 
legion. 

Ciir  cette  culture 
est  commune  a  tnus  Ics 
groupes  ethniques,  lin- 
giiisiiques  des  Eiat's  de 
iAJrique  de  I'Ouesi. 
Aidei-nous,  la  culture 
africaine  ne  s'en  pnr- 
tera  que  nueu.x. 

Moussa  Cisse 


L 


QUANDNAITBELENTIGUI 


"Qtiaiid  nait  Deleiiligui"...  Cette  formule,  nous  I'avons  clioisie  pour 
reiidre  lioiiuiiage  a  t'illustre  disparu  de  Fadanta.  Coinine  ce  Deleiiligui, 
noire  Journal  se  veut  prolccteur  de  cette  cliose  inerveilleuse  qui  est  la  pa- 
role ...  pour  inieux  I'ecrire.  ^SM 


N'KO 


//  elail  une  fais  un 
ho  It  une  qui  brulail  de 
traitscrire  sa  laiigue 
inaternclle.  Pour  lui, 
le  latin  et  I'arabe  ne 
ressortaieiit  pas  tout 
ce  qu'il  ressentail.  II 
invcnla  le  N'KO  ("Je 
dis")  en  1949,  en  Cote 
d' I  voire.  Depuis,  quel- 
le avenlure! 

o 


K.4NK0U  MOUSSA 


Avec  Kankou 
fifoussa  nous  flirtons 
avec  une  riche  page 
de  I'liistoire  africaine. 
Le  digne  hiritier  de 
Soundiata /era  rayon- 
ncr  le  Manding  au- 
dela  de  nos  fronticres 
jusqu'd  ce  pilerinage 
t  la  Mecque  qui  reste 
Ugcndaire.  ^^ 


Jugcnicni  du  Roi 
SiJomon 3 

Colon  ladi 4 

Lcs  chasseurs 6 

Liliiraiurcs  oralcs 7 

Justice  pour  dcu« 10 

Provcrbcs 12 
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Letter  from  Souleymane  Kante 
To  his  Student  Bakaramo  Kaba 

Conakry,  April  30,  1970 
Published  in  a  Book  of  N'ko 
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